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CHAPTER ONE 


Present time, Washington, D.C. 


The thin, winter sun fought its way through the dirt and grime encrusted 
window, casting diluted shadows throughout the room. A man of no 
physical consequence stood facing the watery light, he noticed nothing, 
especially the traffic below. His thoughts were elsewhere, of better times. 
While his commitment remained high, times had changed. No one was 
interested anymore. Unceremoniously he let the blinds fall, leaving only 
a smattering of light. 

Riley Foster Harrington, HI turned and scanned the room, which 
had been his life’s blood, separate and much different from the life he 
revealed to his former colleagues and few friends. He stared at the small 
government-issue desk with its hard rubber top and the metal chairs, 
all too familiar in their original positions. He knew if he moved a chair 
or the desk he would find the true color and pattern of the now dingy 
carpeting. As much as he was tempted out of boredom, he wouldn't 
change their position, just as he had never changed his. His take on the 
world was cast; never wavering, never wondering and never any second- 
guessing. It was not a consideration, Unlike what he had envisioned 
when he originally started some thirty years ago, he noted that his career 
resembled that dingy carpet, outdated and lackluster. 

“Seven forty-five,” he muttered. “Where is that idiot?” 
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He walked to the desk and with the customary gloved hand pulled the 
chair backwards. Sitting stiffly, he edged forward and sat as comfortable 
as possible on the thin padding. With his right hand he reached into the 
top drawer and activated the single overhead light, which only magnified 
the gloomy surroundings of the room. He sat without moving. He 
hardly seemed to breathe as he waited. 

The door announced Riley's tardy visitor and the man stepped 
forward out of the shadows into the murky light. He, like Riley, was very 
average in appearance, which allowed him to do Harrington's bidding. 

“Is the courier in place and does he understand his role?” Riley 
cracked in a hoarse voice. 

“Yes,” answered the man, looking up at the single light bulb. “This 
isn't a second rate B-movie. Why must I always stand in this stupid light? 
And why, why do you challenge my work? Have I ever failed?” 

Riley ignored his questions, always the same questions. He rose 
from the desk and moved to the window, a quick twist of the blinds 
showed him nothing had changed. He stood quietly, listening to the 
clock on the wall as it marked the passing of time. His time. 

“Does he know the contacts, and has he been paid.” 

“Of course. He will do what he’s been told, as always,” the man 
reassured. 

“No questions?” 

“None,” the man guaranteed with slight hesitation. “As always.” 

Riley pondered that part of the “As always’. It was the usual response 
from the usual man. “I find it odd that a man that has worked for you 
on several occasions never has any questions.” 

“He's paid and paid very well. He's greedy. His collections are all 
that matters. He never asks questions. I don’t think...” 

“Precisely,” Harrington snapped. “You don't think! Has it ever 
occurred to you that he might try to go into business for himself? It 
wouldn't be hard. The imbeciles we attempt to aid are not discreet. It 
wouldn't take more than a smattering of intelligence to conclude that 
your roll is hardly required for the final transaction. What else do we 


know about him?” 
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“The usual. He doesn’t gamble or use drugs, if that is what you mean. 
He is just a stamp collector. Run of the mill dealer in stamps and rare 
coins. He's divorced and he has no children. No living relatives at all,” 
the man concluded, knowing he had given this information to Riley 
Harrington numerous times before. God, the man could be paranoid, 
he thought. 

“No interest in women?” 

“The usual. He leads a relatively quiet life. The occasional dinner 
party, but no steady companion. What difference does it make, anyway? 
He's just a conduit.” 

“Indeed?” Riley stopped short and thought better to let things alone 
and get on with business. “Will you be there?” 

Richard Stayne shuffled his feet, tired of Harrington's game. He 
knew his business. He had performed his job in over one hundred 
passings. He was insulted but kept his temper in check. He shifted his 
feet again, as if they were going to help him decide whether or not to 
chuck the whole affair. He was tired. Tired of Harrington's insulting 
questions. Tired of his competence being challenged especially when he 
had never been found lacking in response or loyalty. 

“Tl be on my way,” Richard informed. “That is, if we're through?” 

“Yes, be on your way. We're finished,” Riley said with finality. 

Richard Stayne moved toward the door and as he reached for the 
knob, Riley's voice chilled and froze his step on the dingy carpet. 

“Kill him after the exchange. Make it look like a second rate burglary. 
You take too many chances with familiarity.” 

Stayne turned quickly to the voice and hissed, “I don't do wet work. 
We have been over this before. Get your usual thugs. I have to go.” 

“The usual meeting place?” Riley inquired, but he knew. “Familiarity,” 
he said, baiting Stayne. 

“Tf you want the courier killed, find someone else. I’m about through 
with you, Harrington. This cloak and dagger stuff went out years ago.” 
He turned and again reached for the doorknob. 

“Right you are,” sighed Harrington as he reached in the top drawer 
of the desk, removing his reliable Colt Woodsman, equipped with a 


channeled silencer. “Oh, one more thing,” he said, his voice slightly 
higher and lighter of tone. 

Before the knob turned, the Colt coughed, and the small 40-grain 
pellet struck Stayne just below the right ear. He sank quickly, trying to 
turn toward the desk. The feet he shuffled earlier betrayed him and he 
slid without control down the door, thumping to a quiet halt. 

“Yes, we're quite through here, Mr. Stayne. Mr. Dick Stayne.” 
Harrington walked to the fallen figure and for good measure pumped 
two more pellets into the back of Stayne’s head. He tossed the Colt next 
to the body of Richard Stayne, not caring that the police would find both. 
He knew there wouldn't be any connection. 

Riley Harrington, III walked from the three story brownstone 
knowing that he would not be returning. He knew it would be a while 
before the body of his late companion would be found. No one would 
miss him. In fact, in reality, no one would miss Riley either. Though he 
had had a somewhat successful position within the National Security 
Agency, a trait that had plagued him from childhood, complacency, 
kept him from achieving greater prominence within the Department of 
Military Communications. 

A privileged upbringing and education from one of the liberal 
bastions in the east, not withstanding, his bent was for the perceived 
downtrodden of the world. His recruiter, a minor professor at Brown 
had spotted his boredom at an early stage. The cultivation was easy. 
Bored, and frightened of Vietnam, Riley was easily led into government 
service by his mentor, where initially he had provided bits of information 
to the professor. Most of the information was readily available, if one 
chose to search. He knew he was being tested. And it wasn't long before 
he was asked for more specific information, nothing earth shattering, 
but enough to convince him that once he slipped past the portal, there 
would be no turning back. 

Physically, he was a coward. He was also unable to reach the same 
heights of passion as others of his generation. But he recognized he had 
a flair for the dramatic. He would not fight in the jungles, nor would he 


protest or march. He would simply betray. For thirty years and several 
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administrations he simply betrayed his country with guile and cunning, 
while managing to avoid the political backbiting and purges. With his 
recent retirement, he realized his life’s work had fallen short. Or maybe 
not. Retirement had come sooner than he had planned, but he still had 
one card left to play from his hand of duplicity. A smile played across his 
thin lips as he thought of his friend, Vassily Shishkova. His gait picked 


up and carried him forward to the next step in his plan of sabotage. 


CHAPTER TWO 


Café El Puente, Nombre de Vios, Mexico 


Humberto, the bartender, watched the two men sitting under the 
arbor. They had arrived separately, one driving a broken down Jeep, 
supplied by the airport rental agency in Durango, some twenty miles to 
the northwest. Humberto knew the Jeep well, for it was often used by 
trafacantes wanting no attention. 

The man in the Jeep had arrived first, plopping his fat frame on a 
bench at a table under the arbor. Overdressed for the heat, the fat man’s 
suit jacket lay on his knee, his white shirt plastered to his back, his tie 
loose as sweat ran down his neck in rivers as he sat quietly. The fat man 
had refused service until a dusty pickup truck arrived, driven by the other 
Nortearmerican. 

The Nortearmerican knew the weather well, for he was dressed in 
shorts, tee shirt and a ball cap. Scuffed Air Jordan's left their distinctive 
pattern in the light caliche dust as he walked to the bench and sat opposite 
the sweating fat man. 

Nothing escaped Humberto, and one to better himself he approached 
Riley Harrington, III and offered Dos XXs. He knew his discretion 
would be well rewarded. Trafacantes were a silent breed he knew and 
liked, for they were rich. He wiped the bar clear of the ice that had 
dropped from the dark bottles, thinking of his tip. 
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“Where the hell did you find this place?” The fat man asked. 

“I don't like prying eyes or ears,” replied Harrington, as the fat man 
gave Humberto a suspicious glance. “After I pay him, he will forget even 
his mother’s name,” he reassured. 

“Let me guess,” the fat man entertained, and then changed his mind. 
“No, never mind. I'm hot and tired. I've been on planes for nearly twenty 
hours and the drive from Durango was no picnic in that damn Jeep.” 

“But youre here. So what do you want? You left a message for me, 
not the other way around.” 

“Vassily has a new venture. He thought, maybe, you d be interested?” 
The fat man said and held the bottle of cold beer to his forehead in 
a vain attempt to stifle the heat and blanche the penetrating stare of 
Harrington. “He has some access codes,” he tempted. 

“Vassily always has access codes,’ Harrington countered, and took 
another long swig of his sharp icy beer. 

The fat man smiled, knowing Harrington was right. “Yes. Vassily 
said you were the clever one. So, contact him the usual way, yes?” 

“What makes you think Im interested?” 

“Youre always interested in sowing seeds that can cripple the cash 
cow you refer to as United States of America,” the man replied with 
more confidence. 

“T came here for this?” Riley asked, a little more than perturbed that 
his time was being wasted. “Vassily could have used the normal channel 
for communicating this drivel.” 

“He could have, but he wanted me to convey to you an early retirement 
gift,” the fat man said as he pulled from his jacket pocket a plain black 
box, and slid it over to Riley. 

He watched as Harrington opened the box to find a tasteless gold 
watch, similar to those given at retirement parties. Riley removed the 
watch and looked on the back, recognizing the coded signal. 


“Satellites?” he ventured correctly. 


The fat man nodded. 


Riley placed the watch back in the box and finished his beer, then put 
a substantial tip under the bottle for Humberto. “T’ll have to personally 
thank Vassily for his thoughtful retirement gift.” 

“I'm sure he will be pleased to hear from you after such a long time,” 
the man replied. 

“I'm sure, too, Andrei.” Harrington leaned forward to the fat man. 
“Your accent has improved. Not too bad, considering you're from 
Bulgaria. Now, if only you could adapt to the weather.” 

Andrei leaned back and watched the departure of the arrogant Riley 
Harrington, III. As he reached his truck, he nonchalantly tossed the 
watch inside, and drove off, leaving a white cloud in his wake. Andrei 
didn’t bother to watch him further. Instead, he ordered another beer and 


contemplated if in his retirement he could live in such a climate. 


CHAPTER THREE 


Present time, Indianapolis, Indiana 


Light snow swirled like miniature constellations on the bold roughened 
granite text that announced to all they were about to enter The 
Chesterfield Hotel located in the historic south side section near 
downtown Indianapolis. “Iwas the time of year Indianapolis shone. 
Stone and steel softened by the twinkling of lights, and the hustling and 
bustling of downtown shoppers, each offering the other holiday smiles 
full of the warmth and sincerity the season brings. “Iwas the time of the 
year little boys and girls dreamt of all that would be in just a few short 
weeks. 

Rachel Bennett observed very little about the holidays, only that they 
worked her like a dog, It was the season for Rachel to ensure one and all 
had a jolly time, while feeling safe and sound in the hotels at which she 
served as security consultant. 

The girl from A.S.S., as she was affectionately referred to by her 
affluent clientele, crossed the granite entry. A blast of winter air whipped 
a strand of topaz-blonde hair across her sharply contoured face. With 
precision, she put the errant lock back in place and nodded to the 
doorman as he pulled open the brass and beveled glass door. 

Countless times Rachel has passed through those doors, not once 
taking notice that the brass was polished to a bright hue, enough for 
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her to check her flawlessly painted lips, or that the glass was spotless, 
revealing her perfect reflection and immaculate dress. This time was no 
exception, though she was grateful for the warmth the lobby provided 
against the harsh winter weather outside. 

Inside she sought the grand staircase immediately to her left and 
gracefully glided up the white carrara marbled steps, her fingertips 
light on the cherry banister, her every step announced by the matching 
wainscot. 

Hearing the distinctive pattern of her footsteps, Robert Patterson 
quickly rose from his perch on the wing backed chair and placed his cup 
of coffee on the table before him. A quick glance into the gilded mirror 
behind him, reassured him he was ready to work side by side with his new 
supervisor, Rachel Bennett. Nervously, he rechecked his tightly knotted 
tie and smoothed back an imaginary hair. He turned to meet her as she 
reached the top of the mezzanine, a timid smile tugging at his lips. 

Recognizing his apprehension, Rachel gave her patented charming 
smile, putting him at ease for the moment. 

“Ready for the big time?” she asked as she continued to walk, not 
waiting for him to respond, and catch up. 

“Yes,” he answered, caught slightly off guard by her quickened pace. 
Easily he caught up and filled her in on the preliminary steps taken for 
the upcoming stamp collectors meeting. 

They rounded a corner and immediately entered into Salon A, a 
cozy meeting room tucked in a corner of the mezzanine level. Marcus 
Hudson, the general manager of the hotel looked over the readers perched 
upon his crooked nose as Rachel entered the room, a smile softening his 
sharp features. 

“Rachel, so good to see you,” Marcus said, extending a hand for her 
to join him. 

Over time, Marcus had come to respect and rely upon Rachel’s 
recommendations for his hotel. It wasn't always so. In the beginning 
of her tour as his hotel’s security specialist, he demanded proof of 
her suggestions, and often times went above her head to her boss for 


reassurance. Though her skills were highly touted by her employer, 
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Marcus was from the old school where a woman's place was not in what 
was considered a man’s world. Providing security in Marcus's hotel was 
a man's job, or so he thought, until he became more familiar with Rachel. 
And like many men before him, he succumbed to her easy charm, but 
more importantly to Rachel, her hard work. 

It wasn't that long ago Rachel had entered that particular man’s 
world, having left an earlier one in less than stellar fashion. Thirty- 
eight year old Rachel Rene Bennett, the only daughter of Harold and 
Arnett Bennett, had been properly prepared through schooling and 
family pedigree to marry well and decorate not only her happy home, but 
the arm of her well placed husband. In need of daddy’s approval, Rachel 
set course to be the only Bennett female to work outside the household 
and to become the only woman partner at Bennett, Bennett and Bennett. 
Or as Rachel referred to it: Grandfather, Father, Uncle, Uncle, Brother, 
Brother, Cousin, Cousin and Secretary. 

That's all she was, a glorified secretary with a degree in jurisprudence 
from Loyola. She was a coffee maker, coffee getter, greeter and anything 
else grandfather, father, uncles, brothers and cousins could think of her 
to do besides practice law. Well, she showed them. After a few years of 
rather inglorious years, she took her degree and went to Washington, 
D.C., home of all that was good and righteous, joining the Treasury 
Department and marrying a systems analyst in the National Security 
Agency. 

Certainly not what her blue-blooded mother had hoped for, and 
when things crumbled in DC, Rachel tucked tail and solemnly returned 
home to Chicago and the stern tutelage of her mother. Using a year, she 
took serious stock of her life, and with self-discipline she didn't know she 
possessed, she improved her diet, gave up the demon rum and developed 
an exercise program that would have made Patton proud. It certainly 
made mother happy, and Rachel, too. She discovered she liked herself 
and had something more to offer. 

Using her background from the Treasury Department, more 
specifically, the Secret Service, she took the job with American Security 


Systems, Inc., a firm noted for its innovation in security, mostly with 
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upscale hotels. The girl from A.S.S. understood succinctly her position 
and responsibility with the company, for her boss, a former Marine 
Colonel would have it no other way. 

Upon hiring her, he informed her in his barrel-chested, foghorn 
voice, “I’m an orders man. Learned how to take them and respected 
the obligation that came from giving them. I expect the same from you. 
Understand this well and you will do fine with this firm. Follow the 
master plan established and you will succeed. But,” a finger of warning 
stabbed the air as he continued, “if one purse is snatched, one car stolen, 
or one room burglarized within any of your accounts, I will personally 
nail your hide to the wall right along side the other Yuppie Scum I 
have had the misfortune to hire. I don't like lawyers. I don't like small 
print. We sell security. Total security. And when we conclude an 
installation of our systems, there will be, I repeat, there will be no slur 
on our reputation. Do you understand me?” 

Perfectly, she thought, and took the job and title as security analyst 
with aplomb and with what dignity she could while laughing to herself, 


threw herself into her new career. 


CHAPTER FOUR 


The morning meeting with Marcus took only a few minutes, long enough 
to dot a couple of i’s and cross some t’s, then Rachel and Robert took a 
leisurely stroll through The Chesterfield’s main lobby and headed for the 
Vermillion Ballroom. 

Built in the early nineteen hundreds, The Chesterfield was a thirteen 
story hotel that represented a boundary for the skyscrapers that were 
taking the place of the older buildings in the south side business district. 
Conveniently located near Union Station, and with upwards of three 
hundred passenger trains daily, the hotel was the height of luxury in 
its day. Offering to its guest’s phone equipped barber chairs, silver 
newspaper stands at breakfast, a modern cigar room and each room full 
access to the dumbwaiter system. 

Struggling in the eighties during the city’s revitalization, the 
somewhat cumbersome structure of heavy limestone was restored and 
expanded, by accenting the fascia with sleek granite and glass, offering a 
new, yet historic landmark among the city’s expanding vitality. 

The dramatic beauty of the Vermilion Ballroom had remained intact 
during the renovation of the hotel. Not spacious by modern standards, 
but powerfully accommodating to those wanting to make a statement 
of position or stature. 

Humbling to many, it was a challenge to Rachel and her security 
team. Along the outside wall, four windows stretching from the floor 


and topped in arches, let in a generous amount of natural light. Set 
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slightly inward, three block pillars on each side of the room reached two 
stories high and arched into a curved ceiling adorned by three Austrian 
crystal chandeliers spaced evenly the length of the room, separated by 
recessed floral ceiling domes in dove gray. Above, on the mezzanine 
level was an entry into the ballroom leading to a balcony where marbled 
staircases flowed to the main floor. 

Rachel left Robert at the main entry of the ballroom and headed 
up the staircase to the balcony for a quick inspection of the electronic 
surveillance set up earlier. Not wanting to be left out and in need of any 
crumb of praise from his new supervisor, Robert followed. 

Looking down the sides of the room at the cameras mounted in all 
four corners, Rachel determined the perimeter of the room was secure by 
the one hundred and eighty degrees the lens covered. The interior of the 
room presented a different issue. Having been emphatically instructed 
by Marcus not to mar the surface of the original pillars and ceiling, 
A.S.S. had to provide mounted units in the decorative ledges on the far 
ends of the room that housed planters full of flowing Boston Ivy, which 
supplied ample and natural cover for the surveillance cameras. Each 
end camera covered the interior perimeters between the columns using 
the same one hundred and eighty degree lens as those in the corners 
provided. 

Satisfied, Rachel took a moment and watched the hotel staff in crisp 
waiter uniforms hustling about with precision, placing the finishing 
touches in the ballroom for the upcoming stamp collectors’ event. The 
vendors present, all of which had pre-registered by mail for the show, were 
wearing their ID passes displaying their picture, and many were busy at 
the booths filling or polishing the walnut and cherry cases that were 
exhibiting some of the world’s most exotic and sought after stamps. 

In a final sweep of the floor, Rachel caught the eye of a casually 
handsome collector, Edward Pickett. He smiled his perfect smile, and 
she did likewise before exiting the balcony onto the mezzanine. Edward 
followed her graceful figure until she disappeared, and then turned his 
attention to his elongated case with its expensive contents. Delicately 


he wiped the glass, admiring his collection, minus one block that would 
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be added in the morning; only to be given to a man he did not know by 
name, but by a phrase. No money would change hands. He had been 
paid, but he never received final instructions, for his associate had failed 
to appear for their usual meeting, 

Typically there wasn’t any need for additional information, but 
Edward was a stickler for detail. Being unable to reach Richard Stayne 
had left him a little unnerved, for Richard was as precise and punctual as 
himself, that’s why their arrangement had been so mutually successful. 
The money was the catalyst, but more importantly, the fact that he 
had become one of the most sought after consultants in the Philatelic 
community was his true reward. 

He smiled to himself and glanced back up the balcony, hoping to 
spot the pretty blonde woman. Instead he met the hard, unyielding glare 
of Robert Patterson. Quickly Edward's smile faded and he returned 
his attention back to his case, knowing later he would find out who the 
captivating woman was, and if she was available for dinner. 

Robert Patterson found the object of Edward Pickett’s regard and 
joined Rachel at the railing of the mezzanine level, overlooking the main 
lobby. Along the railing were gilded nests with bright red cardinals 
and garland fitted with large gold and cream colored bulbs, while a 
large wreath with clustered white lights hung on the curved marble wall 
behind them. Rachel briefly admired their beauty then stared at the 
trimmed twenty foot tree in the lobby as Robert approached, drawing 
her attention to him. 

“We need to check the electronic surveillance equipment, and make 
sure the monitors and tape backup are in proper working order, and that 
all mounts and lenses, as well as audio is up to standards,” she informed, 
while he took notes. “Make sure,” she continued, “with the cameras we 
have every inch of the room covered by two shots. Also, arrange a meeting 
this afternoon with the hotel security staff and those hired from outside 
for a briefing on the vendor and attendees credentials, personnel ID's 
and passes, communication devices and most importantly, all security 


personnel need to know the codes and response to given situations.” 
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She finished and looked at him while he frantically wrote her 
instructions into his notebook. God, she hated babysitting wet-behind- 
the-ears-trainees, forgetting she had been one herself. 

He nodded his affirmation to her orders and headed off to fulfill her 
requests. 

Rachel turned back towards the lobby downstairs and caught a 
glimpse of the casually handsome man of earlier entering the café. She 


tapped the railing and headed downstairs for a bite to eat. 


CHAPTER FIVE 


“Um, I love champagne,” revealed Rachel as she allowed the bubbly to 
race down her throat, tickling her nose and easing her inhibitions. It 
had been a while since she had spent any quality time with a man. By 
the looks of things, and the events that had transpired from her planned 
chance meeting with Edward Pickett that afternoon in the café, she 
hadn't lost her ability to do some serious flirting, She smiled to herself 
then to her handsome companion. 

“I'm so glad,” he said, tipping his glass slightly, sipping its contents. 
Edward couldn't believe his dumb luck that afternoon, meeting Rachel 
in the café during lunch. Even though he was relatively good looking, 
Edward had always been awkward around women. Never sure, and 
always fumbling for the right words to impress. So therefore, words were 
few, as were the women in his life. 

He reached behind and grabbed the bottle of champagne, a trial of 
chilled droplets littered and quickly absorbed into the chenille fabric of 
the sofa he shared with Rachel. 

“More?’ he offered, and poured the remainder of the magical potion 
into her glass. 

She gladly accepted as a soft bell announced the arrival of dinner. 

Rachel watched as Edward unfolded himself from the sofa and 
walked over to the panel in the wall. She looked around the room and 
admired the old world charm The Chesterfield had managed to maintain 
in the glossy, fast paced world of the new millennium. All of the guest 
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rooms were spacious and finely appointed with mahogany wainscot, and 
ornate rugs strategically placed, adorned the original maple hardwood 
floors. 

Much to the credit of the hotel, the dumbwaiter system, an 
appointment from an era long past, was kept intact during the renovation 
and expansion of the hotel. It was a gracious courtesy to the guest who 
relished their privacy, and the only interruption they endured was the 
soft ringing of a bell to announce dinner. For those who preferred the 
personal touch. Waiters still delivered a timely, well prepared meal. 

The conversation, like the company and food was enchanting, and 
unlike other times in his love life, Edward was determined not to allow 
anything to drag, nor did he permit Rachel’s wine glass to become 
empty. When they finished the wine, he poured their after dinner drinks 
while Rachel inspected an unusual block of stamps inside Edward's 
open briefcase. Her slender finger moved across the slick hermetically 
sealed pouch of stamps. A slight bump in the middle of the two stamps 
furrowed her brow. 

“Unusual?” she asked of the triangular shaped stamps as she accepted 
the snifter of brandy from Edward. 

“Yes, very.” His answer was automatic and preoccupied as he guided 
her to the sofa. He noticed her attention was still on the stamps. “I just 
recently acquired them and I wanted to double check all aspects before I 
placed them in the show,” he added, hoping to appease her curiosity. 

“They are obviously very rare.” 

“They are,” he confirmed, while rearranging the overstuffed pillows 
of the sofa. 

“Comfy?” he asked as he took her dimpled chin between his thumb 
and forefinger, forcing her to concentrate on him instead of the stamps. 

“Shouldn't they be secured? Possibly in the hotel safe for the evening?” 
she asked with professional concern, while taking a sip of her brandy. 

“They'll be fine. After all, I’m acquainted with the hotel’s security 
specialist,” he said moving closer and taking a taste of brandy from her 


soft lips. 
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Quietly and without resistance from Rachel, he placed their glasses 
on the coffee table and pulled her down to the softness of the cushions, 
exploring the delicate flesh of her neck and jaw. 

“Now, I'm comfortable,” she murmured against his beard, delighting 
in his musky cologne. 

Soon initial nervousness gave way to nature and feathery kisses 
deepened as annoying clothes were removed and casually tossed aside. 
Rachel had gathered through their conversation at dinner that Edward 
had not had many relationships and wondered to herself what kind of 
lover he would make. 

A lean, rock hard physique beneath his clothes, his touches 
were surprisingly masterful and gracious in pleasuring a woman. 
He manipulated and spent the time to prepare her for his eventual 
pleasure. 

He delighted in her sensuality, her allowing him access to her glorious 
being and enjoying the efforts he used to please her, and when he took 
her, she held fast and moved beneath him to encourage more. And when 
they could no longer find more, they lay exhausted in each others arms 
on the sofa. 

Neither wanting it to end, Edward led Rachel to the more comfortable 
bed where he began a ritual she knew she would not tire of any time 


soon, 


CHAPTER SIX 


Leather gloved hands pinched connections where wires led and created 
the miracle of electricity. The temporarily interrupted connection would 
allow Robert Patterson to ride up the dumbwaiter to Edward Pickett’s 
hotel room and not have to worry that his arrival would be announced 
by the soft bell. He checked his watch again. The digital readout flashed 
2:12 A.M. He knew the late night room service ended at one in the 
morning and that the skeleton crew had called it an evening. 

He quietly shut the electrical panel door and left the mechanical room 
to make his way to the deserted kitchen. Easily he hoisted himself into 
the dumbwaiter and pushed the buttons for Edward Pickett’s room. 

He arrived without incident or the ringing of the bell. His thoughts 
totally focused on the job at hand, to eliminate the courier, Edward 
Pickett. As he started to lift the panel and access the room, he stopped, 
his heart doing the same. The sounds of a man and woman obviously 
enjoying themselves prompted him to pull the panel to, but not completely 
closing it. 

He sat motionless, as he had several times before when waiting 
to complete his assignment for Riley Harrington, III. This was no 
exception, although he had not counted on his other boss being in the 
room and otherwise occupied with Edward Pickett. 

The very thought of her with Pickett caused his jaw to flex in disgust. 
She was much too classy to be whoring around with the likes of the 
smooth talking stamp collector. He chided himself for the school boy 
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crush he had on her, but like all men that found themselves in her 
presence, he couldn't help himself. She had a natural charisma that drew 
men to her like moths to a flame. 

But at this moment he couldn't be distracted, for this one was 
important. More so than Harrington let on. Not that Harrington 
would ever let anything slip. He hadn't, Robert had just been in the right 
place at the right time to catch a portion of a conversation Riley had had 
with Richard Stayne. 

He had caught enough of the conversation to note that rare triangular 
shaped stamps were to house four different magnetic strips, and he knew 
by a quick inspection of the ballroom floor, that those odd shaped stamps 
were not present in Pickett’s cases. Every time he had an opportunity to 
broach the subject, Harrington would redirect the conversation, usually 
questioning Robert on his abilities or manner of style. Riley was a 
master of diversion, and Robert was sure that after he had eliminated 
the last courier, he would have to watch over his shoulder. He knew 
Riley Foster Harrington, III didn’t like or want loose ends, and that was 
something Robert wasn't going to become. 

He had come to know Riley through his tour with Special Operations, 
and had worked for Harrington on and off doing what he called “odds and 
ends”. More specifically, whacking people Riley termed “expendable”. 

The last two jobs had come up within days of each other, and it had 
taken a toll on Robert. The roundabout trip back from Richmond had 
spent more of his energy than his time. With each job his intensity and 
fervor had increased, but his paycheck had not. Even though, each time 
he was asked to vary the manner of death or make it look sloppy, while 
keeping it tidy. And with each job the risk became greater, but not the 
pay. When Robert asked, the master of diversion took his request in a 
different direction, never addressing the original question. 

That frustrated Robert. He could easily become irritated. He had 
worked hard for Harrington, particularly in arranging such creative ways 
of killing people to allow anonymity for all concerned, except the victims. 
With this, he should have been compensated accordingly. But he wasn't, 
and when he recognized this, he started collecting delicacies within his 
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reach at every hit to feather his own nest. Some of the pieces of art were 
easily fenced, others, like the egg, were for his own personal collection. 
He liked to collect. And soon, he was going to collect a bigger paycheck 
than imaginable. If Riley Harrington wouldnt share willingly, he would 
have to be encouraged. 

Robert shut his eyes to the dark. He didn’t like the dark. He 
thought he had just closed his eyes for a moment when he jerked awake. 
“Damn,” he muttered in a hushed voice. He checked his watch. It was 
half past four in the morning. God, how could he have fallen asleep and 
lost out on his opportunity? 

He raised the panel and heard water running. It was the shower. 
Maybe he still had time; otherwise he would have to go ahead with 
the original time and plan. Quietly he pushed the panel the rest of the 
way up and gingerly crawled out of the dumbwaiter. He gave himself a 
moment to allow the blood to fill his sleepy limbs. While scanning the 
room he caught sight of the bed and a sleeping Rachel. He flexed his jaw 
and swallowed bitterly. 

He padded quietly past the bed to the bathroom door. His eyes 
missing nothing, caught sight of the odd shaped stamps in Pickett’s open 
briefcase. He continued on to the bathroom. The door was slightly ajar 
and pulled it open enough to ease himself in. If he opened it too wide, 
the heat and steam loss might be noticed. Upon entering the hot steamy 
room, sweat began to form on his brow and upper lip. He stood without 
moving, getting his bearings in the steam, he withdrew his knife from its 
sheath. He stepped carefully toward the curtain and without hesitation 
the knife sliced through the vinyl curtain without noise and continued 
into the unsuspecting Edward Pickett. 

Edward didn’t know what hit him. He turned to meet the black clad 
figure, who withdrew the knife and plunged it back into Edward’s neck. 
With a swipe, the blade cut through the strap muscles and severed the 
carotids, 

Dazed, Pickett’s only defense was to grab the flimsy shower curtain, 
yanking it free from its rings as he fell backwards and slid down the tiled 
wall of the tub. 


SrampeD Our | 23 


Robert calmly washed the blade of his knife and replaced it into its 
sheath. He knew he would have blood on him from this hit, and quickly 
he removed the black layer of clothing and put it in the laundry bag he 
found on the back of the door. He had counted on borrowing some of 
Edward's clothes, since they were approximately the same size, but with 
Rachel sleeping in the other room; he would have to take extra pains in 
being quiet. 

He stepped out of the bathroom, leaving the shower running to 
cleanse his crime. In the main room he found Pickett’s clothes from the 
night before. Carefully he put on the turtleneck and dark slacks and 
slipped into a pair of Italian loafers that fit very nicely. He found the 
stamps and pocketed them without any inspection. He knew by their 
odd shape they were his ticket of financial independence. 

He walked over to a sleeping Rachel. Her form had not moved from 
its original position since he had stepped into the room and disposed of 
the courier. He had noticed the bottles of wine and champagne along 
with the brandy snifters and concluded she had suffered a bout with the 
brown bottle flu. Pity, he thought. 

Lightly he pushed back an errant strand of hair from her face and 
admired the simplicity of her features. They looked almost childlike in 
the deepest state of sleep. He planted a delicate kiss on her forehead and 
she murmured softly to his touch. He smiled and made his way back to 
the dumbwaiter, disappearing into the bowels of the kitchen, hoping like 


hell the morning staff hadn't come in early. 


CHAPTER SEVEN 


The sun had yet to make an appearance when Tanner Shea arrived at the 
local YMCA for her biweekly bout with fencing master, Guy Boulanger. 
She was fifteen minutes into her warm-up when Guy appeared, swishing 
his foil with haughty sureness. Though he was late, she knew by his spry 
step that he had already been preparing for their morning bout, and in 
usual Guy style, he flexed his foil to further intimidate his protégé. 

Tanner threw him her standard issue smile and slipped into her well 
worn gauntlet. She took her place behind the guard line and snapped 
a salute to her opponent, then put on her helmet. Following suit, Guy 
returned the courtesy, and without hesitation they were both on guard 
and into their bout. Their movements were efficiently limited as their 
foils engaged in a strategically and somewhat seductive dance. Each 
trying to entice the other into a prelude to the actual attack, looking 
to draw their opponent into a defensive movement, opening the line of 
combat. Several times they locked in a press, tiny smiles of will and steely 
stares their only communication. 

With calculated precision, Guy made the first move with a one-two 
attack, but Tanner reacted quickly with a successful parry and followed it 
with a riposte, putting Guy on the retreat. She continued her aggression 
with a beat, allowing an open line for a lunge, scoring a hit on the torso 
of Guy. 

“Impressive, Tanner,” Guy complimented with only a hint ofa French 


accent. 
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But he wasn't to be thwarted. Swiftly on guard, he took an offensive 
position and thrust his foil before him, causing Tanner to retreat, and in 
a coupe, he cut over her blade, exposing a line to score a hit with a quick 
lunge. Tanner wasn't expecting such a move and couldn't prepare for 
the direct strike. 

As quickly as he praised her, he scorned her. “Tanner, concentrate. You 
need to keep focus after your point. Always the same. Concentrate.” 

Tanner took a deep breath, and with a narrowing of her gray eyes, 
she took to on guard, but the calling of her cell phone interrupted her 
aggressive prose. Coming to attention, she removed her helmet and 
saluted the master. Without a word, she walked over to her gym bag 
and checked the number on her phone. She hit the call button and it 
automatically dialed the number. She waited for the other end to be 
picked up. 

Quietly, Guy approached. Knowing his earlier comments had stung, 
he made an attempt to soothe her feelings. After many years of tutoring 
her, he should have known how to correct her to get the best from her. 
That was part of his talent, to always know and read the student, to 
understand the personality and create the best atmosphere for advancing 
their skills. 

From a young age, Tanner had exhibited promise in becoming a 
world class fencer. She had first started her tutelage with Guy in France, 
when her father, a member of the diplomatic corps in Paris, brought in 
a somewhat rambunctious Tanner and introduced her to the sport of 
fencing. This, only after trying to entice her with other, more effeminate 
pastimes, like ice skating and gymnastics. 

“Those are too girly,” she protested, while wrinkling her freckled 
nose. 

So fencing it was. Mother and father were thankful, for it gave an 
outlet for her abundant energies, but for young Tanner, she was delighted 
in the pretense of being a swashbuckling hero, or heroine, as her mother 
would correctly point out. But what had been an amusing diversion, 
turned into a serious, competitive sport. With Guy, she polished her 
natural athletic skills and honed her bout strategies, and was very well 
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on her way to becoming a world class fencer. But that and many other 
childhood dreams ended with the sudden death of her father. 

Guy remembered vividly the day Tanner came and told him of her 
mother’s plans to return to the States. He understood and recommended 
a fine instructor, but he knew by her posture that with the death of her 
father, so too went the desire to continue a sport he loved and introduced 
to his daughter. 

Tt wasn’t until Tanner was in her early thirties, working out of D.C., 
that she took up the sport again and sought out her old friend to help her 
knock off the barnacles and smooth out the rough spots in her routine. 
After coming to the States to be the instructor at the French consulate, 
Guy was grateful for the change of pace, but moreover too happy to 
accommodate the fiery red-headed charm of Tanner Garnett Shea. 

He listened to the one sided conversation she was having on her cell 
phone. She hung up and turned to him, a weary frown deepening her 
brows. 

“IT know now where your concentration has been,” he remarked with 
an understanding smile. 

“I'm sorry, Guy. To have you up this early and not give you my full 
attention is inexcusable,” she apologized. Gathering her things, she 
headed for the locker room. 

“See you next week, same time,” he called after her. 

She paused and blew him a quick kiss before heading for the shower 
and another long day. 


CHAPTER EIGHT 


Rachel awakened to the sound of the shower running, a throbbing in 
her head, and the stale taste of alcohol in her mouth, but the sweetest 
sensation of lovemaking on her skin. She lazily rolled over and looked 
toward the bathroom. She heard the shower and smiled to herself 
imagining Edward's lean graceful form beneath the spray of water. She 
smiled sweetly, remembering their night together. Looking at the clock, 
it didn’t seem like it was six-thirty. 

Gingerly she sat up in bed and found her clothes scattered about. 
She noticed that Edward had thoughtfully picked up his and left hers 
where they had fallen last night during their lovemaking, Again, she 
smiled. With trepidation, she got up. Oh, her head ached. “Damn, 
Rachel. You know better than to mix your drinks,” she scolded herself as 
she dressed and thought about leaving a note for Edward, but she would 
try to contact him later before leaving for St. Louis. Gently she closed 
the door behind her, the Do Not Disturb sign swishing back and forth on 
the door handle as she made her way to the elevator. 

The hot spray from the shower beat a tattoo on her forehead. Steam 
rose and escaped from behind the curtain. With sinuses clear, her vision 
started to clear and she finished her shower and grabbed the hotel towel. 
Slightly rough against her skin, she toweled off and inspected herself in 
the mirror. She congratulated herself for inheriting her mother’s good 


genes, and then she headed to the bed and crisp sheets. 
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The hotel maid used her key to open the guest room, but her entry 
was thwarted by the security bolt on the door. “Housekeeping,” she 
announced, with a firm knock. 

Startled, Rachel threw back the covers. “Uh, yeah. I'll be out shortly. 
I'm in the middle of packing,” she lied as she made her way to the door 
and looked through the peep hole seeing the distorted image of the 
maid. 

Understanding, the maid pushed her cart on to the next room and 
repeated her ritual. 

Relieved, Rachel looked at the time and as quickly as her hangover 
allowed, she dressed and packed. 

By the time Rachel was seated in the cab, no one would have guessed 
that earlier her spine was short of splintering her aching skull. She 
smiled sweetly at the driver and instructed him to take her to the airport. 
She cracked the window of the cab and allowed the fresh air to wash over 
her features. Taking a cleansing breath, she thought of Edward Pickett. 
After checking her schedule, she was certain she had time to join him for 
the show in Detroit the following weekend, Suddenly her aching head 
and griping stomach settled down, and she relaxed in the otherwise stiff, 


under stuffed seat. 


CHAPTER NINE 


Trafic during the rush hour in D.C. was horrific, and it seemed like 
every hour was becoming rush hour. If nothing else had taught Tanner 
patience, it was sitting in traffic that didn’t move but one mile in ten 
minutes. She contemplated calling the office to see if her partner, Liam 
Collins, was in, but she knew that he had probably been there for hours 
pouring over evidence on several cases that were somehow related, the 
common thread being theft of valuable art. The latest had taken place in 
the Museum of Fine Arts in Richmond, Virginia, and involved perhaps 
the most valuable piece of art to date; the Steel Military Egg by Faberge, 
on loan with several other eggs from the Armory Museum of the State 
Museum of Moscow in the Kremlin. 

Detective Ed Dugger was the call of earlier, and in her phone 
conversation with him, he gave a scant briefing of the facts known: 
A Faberge Egg was unaccounted for, a museum employee in charge 
of the exhibit was dead, and cause of death, unknown. Dugger also 
mentioned that the museum had a new director, Drew Kincaid, but that 
his whereabouts were unknown. 

Unknown? There were a lot of unknowns in the cases Tanner and 
Liam were assigned. Her mental fingers flipped through the facts her 
mind had stored, and outside of the art being stolen, and some of the 
victims being associated with art or antiques, there was a hodge-podge 


of information, some useful, some not. 
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Tanner and Liam could figure in the last four months alone there had 
been five murders along the east coast of the United States, all involving 
valuable art, but Liam was certain at least five to seven more cases were 
linked, 

He knew there was a pattern; he was just missing a few dots before 
he could connect them together. Like the dog that knew he had buried 
that bone somewhere in the yard, Liam would keep digging until he 
found that elusive dot. Tanner just wished he would use the modern 
technology he referred to, and often used, as his “coffee table” to aid him, 
rather than digging himself an early grave. She chided him lightly to his 
face, but silently cursed him for not using the computer, for it would take 
days, even months off his investigation. Liam liked to do things the old 
fashioned way, except when it came to brewing his coffee. He had the 
latest coffee contraption available to brew his favorite blend. A blend, 
that no doubt, went perfectly with his artery clogging breakfast of donuts 
and sweet rolls. For a man who was so fastidious in his investigations, 
Liam paid little or no attention to his health, and that concerned Tanner. 
She had lost her father to such a lifestyle. All well on the outside, chaotic 
on the inside. 

She hadn't thought of her father in a while. No, that wasn’t true. 
Every time she looked at Liam, she saw her father, lean and strong, with 
a stubbornness that belied reason, but a compassion that was felt in every 
touch. She had missed him desperately for the first few years after his 
death, but her mother, patient, with a quiet will, held firm in her belief 
that Tannie would tough it out and be stronger for her loss. It was a 
horrible way to learn how to become independent, Tanner thought, but 
her mother never let her face a crisis alone. 

Except for dramatic entry into the world, life had always come 
easily to Tanner. She was the only child of John and Sophie Shea who 
had carved out a tidy niche in the rural land of Indiana. Farmer by 
inheritance, economist by education, and in spite of his schooling, John 
Shea was man of plainly spoken horse sense. After graduation from 
Indiana University, he took over the family farm which had lagged 
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behind after the depression, and using principals from the New Deal, he 
pushed the farm into the black. 

Naturally affable, he seemed to relate to all walks of life and was 
encouraged by the locals to run for the state legislature. He won easily in 
a district that was predominantly conservative, even though his political 
leanings ran along the lines of Roosevelt. He was not only book smart, but 
common sense smart as well, and it showed in his legislative actions. 

His run in the legislature came to a halt with the onslaught of World 
War II, and like many, John signed on with the Navy and was shipped 
out as a Lieutenant. It was while he was attending a USO show that he 
spotted the gal he knew would be his Mrs. A chorus line dandy by the 
name of Sophie Payne, whose shapely legs put Betty Grable and other 
pinups to shame. He sought out the quietly reserved dancer, and they 
courted through the postal service. When his commission was over, 
John made good on making Sophie his Mrs. 

He returned to the political arena, using his economic savvy in the 
post war boom. His efforts were noted by the higher ups in Washington, 
and with his outgoing personality, he was asked to join the diplomatic 
corps. He had his choice, and it was Paris. It was the city for lovers. So, 
he took his love, Sophie, and they made a home and a career in Paris. 

All dreams were coming true for the Sheas, except the one they 
desperately wanted, a child. After many years of marriage and trying, 
they accepted it wasn't going to happen, so they went on with their life 
in Paris, not ever anticipating that in their forties they would be blessed 
a short time later with a daughter. 

Tanner Garnett Shea was delivered with great difficulty, but all in 
all, the pain was forgotten when Tanner was presented to her mother. 
An abundance of dark red hair and dimples so deep, it took only a twitch 
for them to appear, she easily wielded her way with her father. Outgoing 
like John, and when able, she shadowed his every move and learned of 
the world through his position, but in crucial moments, she clung to the 
quiet strength of her mother. It was through her mother’s humanity and 
dignity she survived the sudden death of her father. She was thankful 
that it was her mother that was left behind to raise her through those 
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formidable years. Nothing was easy as a teenager, or as an adult for that 
matter, even though Tanner seemed to be blessed with Irish charm. 

“Oh, for petey bird’s sake,” she exclaimed, rocked back to reality by 
a rude motorist who cut her off. 

She wondered where some people’s minds were when they were 
driving, obviously not on the task at hand. At that moment, she was a 
fine one to talk. 

She checked the time. If nothing else, her momentary lapse of 


concentration reminded her to do one thing, call her mother. 


CHAPTER TEN 


Liam Collins sat brooding in his broken down government issue swivel 
chair, a snarl curled around his unlit pipe as he stared at the seemingly 
unending supply of crime scene photos spread across what scant space 
was offered by his already cluttered desk. It was early morning and his 
stomach was already rolling with acid from too many cups of coffee. His 
collar was undone and his tie drooped well below any accepted limits for 
casual dress for governmental officers. 

Tired and stiff from his prolonged straining to find details that did 
not exist, he stood slowly wrenching his over stuffed body from the under 
stuffed chair. As he swiveled his back and arms around in exaggerated 
fashion, he smiled to himself at organized disarray of his office. Tanner 
Shea, his boss of the last two years, was constantly on him to clean up 
his office, let the files go back to central filing and use the computer. His 
computer, he mused, made a perfectly good coffee table, or at least the 
box in which it was still packaged in made a good coffee stand. He had 
never unpacked “the contraption’, as he called it, and it sat beside his desk 
somewhere beneath fifty or sixty case folders and his ever present Alfred 
E. Nueman for President coftee mug, which could hold almost an entire 
pot of his special blend, brewed constantly within the third drawer of 
his one filing cabinet. 

“Tanner, my Bonnie Coleen,” he said aloud, “T'll clean my office right 
after all of the politicians quit lying, or when hell freezes over, which 


ever is first.” 
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Liam was as apolitical as one could be. He didn’t worry who 
controlled congress or who was president. His ennui was total. He 
voted straight Democratic ticket out of memory to his father, a dyed-in- 
the-wool Roosevelt man, but Liam could not care less who or which party 
was in any office of any government. They were all crooks in his mind. 
Liam's concerns were limited to his job, his five year old granddaughter, 
and the Boston Red Sox. His job was his life, his granddaughter his love, 
and the Sox, his passion. 

Liam Collins, a South Boston, first generation Irishman, had turned 
fifty-six in October and had been with the Treasury since 1970. He 
was a veteran of Vietnam, serving his hitch in Army Intelligence upon 
graduation from Harvard Law School in 1967. The only Mick that wasn't 
a Kennedy to graduate from Harvard Law, he used to say. His career in 
the military as an investigator had been meteoric due to his breaking of 
the largest drug smuggling operation to ever come out of Vietnam. Gls 
from Graves Registration were stuffing bodies with heroin and ex-Gls 
were removing the drugs once the bodies were delivered to Dover. His 
father, an Irish immigrant had instilled a duty to government service, and 
the thought of private practice never entered the picture. 

But Liam's career with the Treasury Department was nothing to 
write home about. While it had commenced on a high note with several 
promotions, the last years had seen Liam approach a brick wall. The 
departmental acceptance that the bad guys actually had civil rights far 
exceeding those of ordinary citizens along with the use of more and 
more high tech equipment had sorely limited his position within the 
department. He refused to acknowledge any rights for suspects other 
than the fact that they had a right, no obligations, to spend the majority 
of their years incarcerated. His fondest dream was that the U.S. would 
use the Bikini Atoll to house federal prisoners. He was a plodder of the 
first order, never jumping to dazzling conclusions, but always a thorough 
investigation, Though his supervisors over the past years appreciated his 
success rate, they bemoaned his lack of élan. Thereby, in their minds, 
slowing their own advancement. But Liam understood the criminal 


mind, and had for most of his career devoted all of the effectiveness in the 
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employment of the successful culmination of each case. While his ardor 
had dimmed with time and pathos, he realized his time was at an end, 
but determined to give his best until retirement. Fortunately, and with 
far more appreciation that he was ever capable of displaying, his present 
boss, Tanner Shea, delighted in his thoroughness. She understood 
his need for a binding case against the parties under investigation, and 
treasured his poorly disguised attempt to protect her from the political 
in-fighting which seemed to run the department. 

He walked between the stacks of folders that occupied most of the 
floor space in his office, poured another cup of coffee and returned to his 
desk and paused for a moment to remember his family. His relationship 
with his ex-wife was cordial, in fact, far better than any time during their 
twenty year marriage. Kathleen was another first generation lassie. Her 
father had parlayed a push cart stand into a state wide grocery chain 
which was inherited by Kathleen and her brother. Liam’s failure to leave 
the Treasury and assist his wife and brother-in-law with their family 
business had finally reached the dam of patience in Kathleen Darcy. 
She was a woman whose fiery demeanor and classic Irish features would 
make Maureen O'Hara appear the meek and mild companion to John 
Wayne in any of their movies. Kathleen never forgave Liam his bull 
headedness. It was obvious that two people of the same temperament 
could not live within two hundred miles of each other. And they didn't. 
Liam often shared dinner with Kathleen each time he found himself in 
Boston. He tolerated his daughter and her yuppie husband, only because 
of their daughter, Carley. Carley, the red-headed, freckled faced image 
of her grandmother had pocked his heart at birth. 

Sighing, he pulled more folders from the many stacked on his desk 
and removed other crime scene photos. “There's a pattern here, I just 
cant see it,” he muttered to himself and continued to scan the hundreds 
of photos that made up most of the evidence of the twelve cases that were 
bothering him. 

It was almost eight and he was consumed by the lack of patter 


presented to him when Erwin Rouch, one of the many underlings that 
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comprised the criminal investigative department, poked his head into 
Liam's windowless closet, often referred to as an office. 

“Here’s another one for you. Exactly where do I pitch this one? It’s a 
headline maker. You and Tanner will make the papers on this one, some 
big dog at the Fine Arts Museum in Richmond got whacked. What's 
that, fifteen or twenty of these artsy fops that have bitten the dust?” 

“Twelve. Thirteen if this one takes the same pattern. Now just hand 
me the call slip and return to your hole.” Liam did not even raise his 
head, but merely put out his hand, in which Erwin placed the routing 
slip. 

“Tanner will be in shortly. Do you want me to give her a copy?” 

“No, I'll talk to Tanner. I could use the ballistic records and all of 
the physical evidence files on each of the previous cases. Be a good lad 
and retrieve them from Central Filing for me.” 

“Tt will take forever. Why don’t you just unpack your PC and scan 
the records like a normal person? Besides, if the truth be known, you 
probably have most of the information somewhere in your office.” 

“Erwin, if l used my PC, what would I use for a coffee table? Just be 
a good lad and do as I ask.” 

Liam finished his study of the blood splatter patterns before he 
glanced at the note. He removed his glasses and rubbed his red eyes. 
Ed Dugger, was the detective in Richmond that had called for the 
Treasury's help. He placed a quick call to Dugger, and while waiting for 
the connection, reminded himself that he had worked with Ed before. 
He was a good cop, not awed or taken in by all of the big shots in the 
area. That was a real problem for cops, he mused: Too many big shots, 
too many egos, and too many toes to dodge. 

Tanner Shea stood at Liam's doorway, a smile forming as she watched 
him scowl as he shifted files and folders trying to locate that elusive 
something. He was consumed. She had witnessed his frown many times 
and almost broke into a laugh. 

Tanner, he presumed was still a little out of breath from her arduous 
morning workout with fencing master, Guy somebody, whose last name 


should have been DeSade, he was certain. Her hair still damp from the 
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quick shower, but she was still one step ahead of Liam, of that much he 
knew to be true. 

“Dont tap your foot. I saw you walk from the elevator. That's my 
only view from this closet. You'll catch a cold with that wet hair this 
time of year, and I bet you didn’t have any breakfast. You need to slow 
down,” he warned in his fatherly tone. A tone he frequently reserved for 
Tanner. 

“I suppose you ate this morning?” she asked with tongue in cheek. 

“Sure as the green grass grows. I picked up a dozen donuts before I 
came in. Do you want one? I've got jelly and chocolate and cream-filled,” 
Liam commented, still not raising his head as Tanner stood leaning 
against the door frame, her designer suit accenting the curves she worked 
hard to maintain. 

“Ugh. You're going to croak right here at your desk. Why don't you 
just stab yourself and pour the cholesterol directly into your system,” 
Tanner said, a smile forming on her unpainted lips, turning up her nose 
at Liam's breakfast offering, 

“Youre too skinny. A few pounds wouldn't hurt, you know,” Liam 
appreciated Tanner's workout ethic, but felt...knew that she pushed 
herself too hard to maintain her figure. And it was definitely a figure to 
note and had acknowledged it only to himself. “By the way, I got a call 
from Ed Dugger earlier. There's been another.’ 

“T know,” Tanner said, running a weary hand through her hair, trying 
to speed up the drying process. “He called me during my workout this 
morning, thankfully ending my bout with Guy. I called the museum 
director, some guy by the name of Drew Kincaid. He wasn't in, but 
I left a message for an appointment when we are done with the scene. 
Come on, get your coat, Dugger's waiting, I'll call the motor pool. I'm 
not riding in that heap of yours any more. I'm not freezing this time, 
especially since we have to go to Richmond, which is probably going to 
take all of two hours or better with this morning's traffic,” she informed 


while dialing up the pool. 


“The heater’s working, now. It was only a busted vacuum hose,” 
Liam indignantly replied while Tanner arranged for a comfortable sedan. 
“And besides, it’s nondescript, no..,” 

It's a lot of things,” she interrupted. “It’s old, broken down, dusty, 
and rusty. We will take a nice, spacious, and above all, warm sedan.” 

“Yes ma'am. Do you also want a driver?” 

“No. You'll do. Get your coat and I'll meet you downstairs,” she said 
and laughed again at the thought of riding in Liam's nondescript 1947 
GMC pickup truck as she walked to her office to retrieve her laptop. 


CHAPTER ELEVEN 


Museum of Fine Arts, Hichmond, Virginia 


The weather was typical east coast winter. Some snow, some cold, some 
ice and general discomfort for all those unlucky enough to be out and 
about. The normal two hour drive from D.C. had taken longer than 
usual, due to the snow and ice. Several back-ups were caused by skidding 
cars and trucks, but Tanner managed to weave her way through the 
obstacles without lengthy delays. Conversation on the way was limited 
mostly to “Look out!” by Liam and “I see him. Stop being an old woman,” 
by Tanner, as she avoided the Bumper Car games played by most of their 
fellow travelers. Liam was a notorious backseat driver, a hold over from 
his days of travel with, as he always referred to, his sainted father, who 
dragged the family on long motoring vacations each summer. His father 
drove with one foot on the gas and one foot on the brake, alternating with 
extremes of pressure on each. To this day, Liam admittedly, drove like 
an old woman, and his ancient pickup was not capable of any speed that 
even closely related to interstate travel. Thus, Tanner usually drove. 

“Satisfied?” We made it in one piece,” Tanner said as she slid on the 
ice driveway of the Boulevard street entrance to the museum. 

“Yes, if you don't count the bus you nearly sideswiped, and the two 
old ladies in the crosswalk you scared half-to-death, we did fine.” 
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“The bus was in the wrong lane to make that turn and the old ladies 
should know better than to trust the Walk, Don’t Walk signals. Anyway, 
no one was injured, no damage was done,” she defended. “Now, let's just 
drop it and get this over with.” 

Tanner opened the door and briskly walked towards the museum's 
entrance. Liam struggled with the seatbelt and then lumbered in her 
wake. Her gait was slowed only slightly as she took in the bronze 
Rotating Sphere by Arnaldo Pomodolo located by the rear entrance 
of the museum. It was flanked by two enormous magnolia trees that 
Tanner knew by spring would be producing magnificent blossoms. As 
she headed for the door, she could only wish for spring as her feet slightly 
betrayed her and her balance was somewhat compromised. 

“Have you met, Dugger?” Liam asked as he caught up to her. For 
a moment he thought he might have to catch her, but she regained her 
balance. The same patch that claimed her graceful gait almost got Liam, 
but he was more concerned with keeping his hat on his head in the windy 
conditions. 

“No, just to speak on the phone, maybe a half dozen times over the 
past few years. Why, you?” 

“No reason. I've known him for years.” 

“You've known everybody for years. You could go to the four ends of 
the earth and find someone you know. Just like my dad.” 

True, he thought. “We were in the service at the same time. Different 
area of operations. Different fields, but we have hoisted a few in memory 
of friends, but this is a first.” 

“What do you mean ‘a first’?” Tanner asked as they walked up the 
steps and into the main lobby. 

“This will be the first time we've worked a case together. Oh, I 
have consulted with the Richmond PD on occasions, but never with 
Dugger.’ 

Tanner's high heels echoed like Buddy Rich drum rim shots across 
the marble floor as she entered the two story lobby. Liam halted just 
inside the entrance doors. He was attempting to gain his bearings, a 
feeling for the building. To Liam each building had its own meter, its 
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own pulse. He seldom needed to be told or led to any crime scene. The 
building usually surrendered the information. He seemed to feel the 
interruption of space within each building. 

Tanner continued her march until halted by two uniformed patrolmen 
at the main lobby’s Information Center, both of whom appreciated, 
Tanner's smooth stride. 

“We're here to see...” she began, as Liam, as he was prone to do, 
finished her thought. 

“Dugger,” he called from the entrance. “He's expecting us. Shea and 
Collins,” he said as he held up his Treasury Department ID and badge. 

“Youre early,” boomed a deep voice from the second level balcony. 
“T didn’t think that heap of yours could travel so fast, especially in our 
balmy climate.” 

“Balmy clime my foot, but I didn’t drive...my boss...I just hung 
on.” 

He turned to meet Tanner's level stare. Ignoring her, he introduced, 
“Tanner meet Dugger.” He replaced his credentials in his coat pocket 
and pointed upward as he walked towards the Information Desk. 

“My God,” Tanner whispered as her eyes followed Liam's upward 
pointing arm. “That is the largest man I have ever seen.” 

“Come on then, I'll introduce you properly, my wee lassie,’ Liam 
whispered as they started up the gallery staircase. He was always careful 
to keep “wee lassie” and other affectionate comments between them 
when others of authority were present. 

“Dugger,” Liam said as they reached the second floor gallery, “you 
ancient horse thief, meet my boss, Tanner Shea. Tanner, meet Ed 
Dugger.” 

“The pleasure is mine,’ Dugger said with a low rumbling voice, like 
the heavens were ready to open. “I am one year older than your erst while 
companion, Mr. Collins, and he should be mindful and respectful of his 
elders. I apologize for bringing you out on a morning such as this, but 
it will take a much grayer day to dim your luster,” he continued with a 


genuine smile. 
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Tanner stopped dead in her tracks. Her mother had taught her 
that staring was not polite, but she couldn't help herself, for Ed Dugger 
was larger up close than she thought possible. He stood nearly seven 
feet tall in wing tips that were polished to a dazzling brilliance. A 
discipline carried over from his service days, no doubt. His double 
breasted, wool suit could not conceal his massive chest and shoulders. As 
her gaze continued upwards, her gaze landed upon his shaven head and 
it glistened beneath the lighting. His skin tone was a warm cinnamon. 
His smile outlined brilliantly by his finely trimmed Van Dyke. Her 
eyes finally came to meet his twinkling ebony ones. They twinkle with 
amusement at her reaction, 

“A bit much to take in all at one time, is it not, Miss Shea?” 

“I'm sorry. I didn’t mean to stare,” Tanner said sheepishly. 

“It's perfectly understandable. Even my wife is startled at time, and 
she has known me since fifth grade. I didn’t really start growing until 
my junior year at the academy. Then I grew right out of the cockpit. 
However, in my present profession, size does have its advantage.” 

“I can well imagine,” Tanner replied, trying not to look at anything 
but the mountain of a man who seemed to be blocking the entire hallway. 
Then with the graceful movement of a big cat, he turned and led them 
through the museum to where the Faberge exhibit was to be displayed. 

Usually quick of step, Tanner had a hard time keeping up with the 
slow languid strides of the detective. Liam smiled at her effort and easily 
caught up with them. 

“Dugger,” Liam said to Tanner, “has been known to scare the 
confessions out of the bad guys by just walking into the room.” 

“Enough, Liam,” Dugger playfully warned. “You did come all this 
way to inspect and investigate, didn't you? Let's go see what we can dig 
up, outside of a new tie for you.” 

“Away with you, old sod. Did you mug a gypsy? You would rethink 
your wardrobe if you could find a mirror large enough to reflect all of 
you at one time,’ Liam countered, smoothing his finely knotted, plain 
blue silk tie. 
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Tanner half heartedly listened as Liam and Dugger's banter turned 
serious as they discussed the latest theft of valuable art and the subsequent 
murder of Ronald Mason, the museum employee in charge of the 
upcoming exhibit of Faberge Eggs on loan from Russia. That the missing 
Faberge Egg was on loan, provided yet another twist to the cases, and 
before they headed out to Richmond, their boss stepped up the pressure 
to recover specifically the Egg because of the sensitivities surrounding the 
Russian government and the goodwill they showed in loaning the States 
the Eggs for display. For good measure, and much pleading from Liam, 
they got the official okay to try and make a connection between the other 
stolen pieces. Unofficially, Liam had been working hard and he knew 
he was close, he just needed a few more pieces of the proverbial puzzle 
to fall into place and then he could run with a theory he had kept close 
to his vest. He hadn't even fully explained it to Tanner, and he wouldn't 
until a few nagging elements were put to rest. When his gut griped, he 
listened, and so did Tanner. Sometimes. 

Liam gave just a passing glance as Miss Shea quietly padded away 
and disappeared around a corner. Like every museum she was ever in, 
Tanner hoped to find her way to the main lobby and be directed to the 
office of the new director, Drew Kincaid. 

From Dugger's initial investigation, Kincaid had moved to a new 
residence and had yet to be connected with the phone company. Attempts 
to contact him at home were futile, and the same held true at the museum. 
He was in and out. So much for cell phones when they are not turned 
on. According to Ed, a few days before the murder, the museum held a 
reception for Kincaid, and Mason was present. The two shared a brief 
introduction and were not seen together the rest of the evening. 

Tanner winced at every step she took on the polished hardwood 
floors. No matter how quiet she tried to be, her footsteps reverberated 
off the marbled walls of the West Wing. She lightened her stride by 
tiptoeing as she made her way through the museum. 

Boxes overwhelmed Drew Kincaid as he struggled to enter from the 
outside. No matter how he tried, he couldn't open the door without 


losing his clumsily stacked cartons. He made brief eye contact with a 
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more than attractive redhead and gave a silent plea for some help. She 
obliged and provided him the entry he sought. 

“Thank you.” 

It was all he said as he moved on, trying to reach his destination 
before losing control of his awkward load. 

Tanner watched with interest his retreating figure. He was casually 
clad in well worn and tight fitting jeans, a black turtle neck and scuff free 
Converse high tops. She hesitated a moment, then decided to follow him 
down the hall and to the room he disappeared into. 

When she entered, her back arched in recoil, not at an office in 
disarray, but the horrible smell that was lingering in the air. Her nostrils 
flared and eyes squinted at the harsh odor. It reminded her of being in 
the stables of her father’s family farm on a hot, muggy August day. 

The man dropped the boxes he was carrying and turned to find 
Tanner in his doorway. Reluctant to enter further, she introduced 
herself. 

“I'm Agent Tanner Shea with Customs, and I'm trying to locate 
Drew Kincaid.” She turned her head and stole a fresh breath from the 
hallway. 

Recognizing her disgust, he stoked his pipe and lit up anyway. 

Tanner waited a moment for the man with the smelly pipe to return 
the courtesy and introduce himself. He didn’t and she bravely entered 
the office. 

I’m investigating the theft of the Faberge Egg from the museum 
and in doing so, I need to speak with Mr. Kincaid,” she explained while 
examining the contents of an open box n the corner of the desk. To better 
read the framed document, she moved it toward her and recognized it 
to be a degree belonging to Drew Kincaid. She leveled her gaze on the 
man before her, a puff of smoke swirled about his wavy hair. “Are you 
Mr. Kincaid.?” she asked, knowing full well he was. 

He looked at her fingers as they lingered on his stuff. “Yes, I am,” 
he finally answered, taking the box of Tanner's fascination and putting 
it on another stack of boxes in the corner of his office; all the while, a 


trail of eye burning, stomach churning aroma following him. He turned 
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back around and perched upon the spot the box had occupied and asked, 
“How may I help you, Mrs.,” he stopped, pretending to have forgotten 
her name and title. 

“Agent Shea,” she reminded sweetly. 

Clever, she thought, and repaid the compliment by checking his left 
hand for any sign of commitment. With an exaggerated blink, she hoped 
it would give him the hint and put down the pipe. Instead he held onto 
it as he folded his arms across his chest, forcing her eyes to his face and 
tiny smile on her lips. 

As if reading her mind, he freely gave what information he knew 
concerning Ronald Mason. “It’s a shame about Mr. Mason. We 
understand the gravity of the situation, the lack of good judgment and 
protocol on the part of Mr. Mason that has led to not only his death, but 
the theft of a very valuable piece of art.” 

“Not exactly what you were looking forward to your first week on 
the job,” she commented, sizing up the man before. Starting with his 
accent. It was very distinct. Somewhat of a lazy, southern drawl, but 
clipped, like an upper crest easterner. “Have you been in contact with 
the museum in Russia?” 

“Yes. They are sending over their chief of security, if you will. 
Vassily somebody.” He got up and started checking loose pieces of paper 
scattered about his desk. Finding a telephone message slip he read with 
deliberation, “Vassily Shishkova.” 

He watched Tanner flip through a small notepad. Taking a pen from 
her jacket pocket she scribbled the Russian’s name and put a question 
mark next to it. 

“Do I need to spell that for you, Agent Shea?” 

“I can manage, Mr. Kincaid. I took phonics in school,” she replied 
dryly, not looking up from what she was doing, for she would have cut 
him to ribbons in a glance. “Mr. Kincaid, would it be unusual for Mr. 
Mason, or anybody for that matter, to have such a piece of art out in an 
unsecured area?” 

“To move about the museum during hours with any piece of art, yes. 


It showed poor judgment.” 
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“What is your protocol for security with loaned items?” 

“T would have to introduce you to our chief of security for particulars, 
but I would prefer that we would take the lead in protecting all items 
under our roof. In some instances, the visiting country is a stickler 
for maintaining security over their items. In which case, when Mr. 
Shishkova arrives, I shall be happy to introduce you to him.” 

“And the name of your chief of security?” 

She patiently waited while he waded through a pile of papers. 

“A Mr. Thomas Harvey,” he read from a listing of employees. 

“So, just how new are you?” 

“First day.” 

“According to your diploma, you have a degree in political philosophy. 
How does that qualify you for this job?” she asked. 

“This position,” he corrected in his clipped southern drawl, “was 
offered because I have owned my own gallery and consulted with the 
museum for a number of years. I went to school to study the art of...” he 
stopped at the ringing of his phone, his brown eyes never leaving Agent 
Shea's impassive face as he picked up in mid-ring. “Yes?” 

As if willing privacy, he turned his back on Tanner while he spoke 
in a hushed tone. Not at all feeling slighted, she took the hint and 
gratefully slipped out of the smelly office. She knew their chat would 
continue, and the next time, the terms and conditions would be in her 
favor. She stepped up the pace, only hoping to find her way back to Liam 
and Detective Dugger. 

Turning to hang up, Drew noticed that he was alone, and as he 
made his way to the doorway he stoked his pipe and caught a glimpse 
of the business card Agent Shea left behind on his messy desk. Her 
spicy perfume blended surprisingly well with the harshness of his pipe 
tobacco, He smiled as he looked down the hallway and caught sight of her 
retreating figure. Her no nonsense gait and proud carriage disappeared 
the wrong way around a corner. He waited a moment and watched her 
find the right way out of the labyrinth of corridors that consisted of the 


, 
museum's offices and prep rooms. 
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Their eyes locked briefly, his twinkling, hers turning to stormy 
clouds as he nonchalantly went back into his office, leaving her to find 
her way out. 

Tanner pretended not to see him as she smoothed her hair and found 
her way to the lobby. She smelled the sleeve of her suit jacket and found 
it saturated with the stench of “Old Commander”. A fragrance, for lack 
of a better word, that reminded her of her father. He, like Liam, loved 
his pipes, and on occasion cigars that seemed as big around as her arm, 
and lasted like all day suckers. And when the mood struck, and after 
much pleading from his wife and daughter, John Shea would enjoy his 
habit outside only, and usually by the barn while watching Tanner ride 
one of her prized horses. 

Mist clouded her gray eyes as she yanked on her overcoat, hoping 
she could cloak the offensive odor and the tears that threatened to spill 
over from long buried memories from a time that seemed forever ago. 
She sniffed and cinched the belt tighter, looking upwards for any sign of 
Liam. She didn’t find any, though she wasn't really looking. 

Thinking the fresh air would do her good, she headed outside to 
scope out the security of the museum. The cold air was refreshing, 
bringing more stinging tears to her eyes. In the privacy of her walk 
she let them flow past her lashes and spill onto her cheeks. She looked 
skyward, and closing her eyes, allowed the cold breeze to dry the painful 
paths on her flushed face. 

Liam and Ed Dugger traversed the maze of the museum's many 
hallways, nooks and viewing rooms as Ed led the way to the crime 
scene. 

“Jesus, Mary and Joseph,” Liam exclaimed as they rounded the 
seventh corridor. “The man was not murdered; he died of starvation 
in this rat's maze. I don't have any bread crumbs to drop. I’m not 
sure we will emerge this year. Just where is this place you refer to as 
the scene of the crime. And are you sure this is not the UN? I mean, 
really...Egyptian, Greek and Roman Room, Chinese, Japanese, Indian, 
Himalayan rooms, all that’s missing are a few turban heads wandering 


around the area trying to sell rugs. 
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“Keep your shirt on. It’s just around the bend. You tell me that 
you always want to get a sense of the building. I’m just giving you the 
opportunity. Here we are, through the Early 20° Century Hall and we 
have the Faberge and European Decorative Arts.” 

As Dugger entered the oak floored, close and angular display room 
that held the Faberge collection, Liam stopped short of the entry way. 
He stood for almost a minute as his friend spoke with the forensic people. 
Liam witnessed with efficiency as the people involved in the grunt work 
of police investigation dusted every item available. They vacuumed for 
fibers, and he was sure the return air vents would be checked as well. 
He looked up at the darkened ceiling, trying hard to locate any trace 
of ventilation. As he stood watching he was hoping for some meaning 
of all of this...all of these so called random killings of people in the art 
world. He was praying for his old grandmother's intuition, but he knew 
he was just wasting his time. He felt nothing. Nothing but disgust for 
the random acts that were driving him to distraction. 

“Where was the outline? Where was he found? What was the 
prelim on the cause? I don't see anything here and I don't feel anything 
here to suggest a violent act.” 

“Oh,” said Dugger. “You want the actual crime scene?” 

“What is this, Ed? What is it you have dragged me all the way to 
Richmond for?” asked Liam, a flair of playful impatience in his tone. 

“This is where the Egg was to be displayed. The murder, I think was 
committed where the body was discovered.” 

Liam raised his eyebrows and encouraged Dugger to continue. 

“He was discovered in a closet around the corner.” 

Liam nodded. 

“Come on, follow me and I'll fill you in.” 

“Of course you will,” Liam called after him. 

Ed led Liam out of the Faberge room and again down the Great Hall 
into the area displaying English silver. 

“The victim was Ronald Mason. According to the staff we have 


interviewed he was not in charge of anything in particular, but with his 
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knowledge of Faberge, he was a natural for being responsible for the 
upcoming exhibit. And that’s evidently what got him killed.” 

Just as they entered the last room in the corridor, Ed pointed to the 
service doors to his right. “Through here,” he motioned, “This is where 
he was found. One of the staff cleaners found him this morning. He 
was starting to get a little ripe. Death has been estimated somewhere 
during Wednesday evening and since Thursday was a scheduled day off, 
he wasn’t missed.” 

There was nothing really to see. The crime scene investigators 
made a thorough investigation; dusting powder was on everything, the 
graphite glistening under the harsh florescent lights. The room was 
L-shaped, with a plethora of objects scattered about, mostly storage for 
maintenance items. The total area was less than two hundred to three 
hundred square feet. 

“No blood?” Liam asked. “What was the nature of his demise?” 

“That's a real pisser,” Dugger started, rubbing his bald head. “Do 
you remember your grandmother going off to church wearing one of 
those big hats?” 

Liam didn’t comment, knowing full well Dugger was on his way to 
“relating” his crime scene with boyhood memories. 

“No? Well, mine always did. Looked like Carmen Miranda when 
she left the house. And to hold it in place she used a hat pin, really a steel 
dart about eight inches long with a pearl end. She always said that hat 
pin was to keep mashers away.’ His chuckle rumbled in the small room. 
“T loved that word, mashers. I wish that was all we had to deal with today. 
Anyway, that’s what did him in...a hat pin. Or at least we think so, but it 
was a doozy. It was a hat pin from the Faberge Collection. Almost didn't 
find it. It was shoved up his nose into his brain. He was probably dead 
before he hit the ground. We missed it at first. The Medical Examiner 
thought the guy had just croaked, but when they were bagging him, they 
saw glitter up his nose. The end of the damn thing is pink with diamonds 
and pearls, and God knows what else. I don’t think the museum is too 
thrilled with the idea of us keeping it for evidence. They don't like us 


being here anymore than we do. They want us out and gone, but it's going 
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to be some time, for the museum has alerted us that they are missing an 
Egg on loan from Russia for the special exhibit.” 

“Some fancy chicken farm they have here,’ Liam absentmindedly 
commented. 

“Liam, you are one uncultured Mick. The Faberge Eggs,’ Dugger 
enunciated. “You know, the real reason youre here.” 

“Of course.” 

“From the studio of Carl Faberge. It was one of many his place turned 
out for the Czar Nicholas and Alexandra. Actually, it was a tradition 
stared with Czar Alexander III when he commissioned Faberge with a 
standing order every Easter to have an Egg made for the Empress. But 
with one stipulation; the Egg must have a surprise inside,” Ed commented 
with a knowing smile. 

“What? Who told you? You wouldn't know an Easter egg if the 
bunny bit you personally,” Liam chided. 

“Ah, my old friend, I see your time at Harvard was a complete waste. 
You should get out more. See the sights of culture. Go to the theater, see 
plays, or hear a symphony. Get a little class,” he playfully urged. 

“Stick it in your ear. Let's stick to something I do understand, the 
basics.” 

“This is part of the basics, Liam. According to the staff, a Faberge 
Egg, The Steel Military Egg to be exact is missing. We assume whomever 
disposed of Mr. Mason absconded with that particular Faberge piece. 
Kind of falls in line with what you've been chasing, right?” 

“Yeah, I guess so, But the hat pin...that's a new wrinkle, all the rest 
I have been looking at have been stabbed, slashed, a garrote, or neck 
twisted like a lemon. When using a knife, the blood has increased with 
each killing. Like he’s having a contest to see how much blood could be 
spilled.” 

“So, you think it has been one guy all along?” 

“Yes and no,’ Liam answered, his voice and stare trance like. “I’m not 
really sure. It seemed to slow, about a year ago. Only by accident were 
we brought in. Really no jurisdiction for the murders, just a detective I 


knew in Baltimore wanted to talk about a case involving the death of a 
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coin dealer who was found stabbed to death in his store. According to 
the ME he had been killed sometime during the night and the employees 
interviewed the following day indicated that no inventory was missing, 
No apparent motive could be found. He's a single man, mid-fifties, no 
vices, other than a Saturday night gin game. Divorced, kids up and 
grown and doing well. Wife remarried. No love interest or at least none 
that was serious. Just your average Joe. Possibly a random act? That's 
what I thought until I had received phone calls on three more cases that 
were similar. All men. All working in or around the art world. Like I 
said, some stabbed, slashed, etc. except for one that was stabbed with an 
ice pick and his hand submerged in boiling water. Then after that the 
pattern became increasingly bloody. But nothing was taken until the 
last four. 

“That's where we became officially involved, because of the stolen art 
objects. Our job is to retrieve said items. The items were small, usually 
of high value and quality. Not your everyday items that could be easily 
fenced. Items that would have to be reentered into the art world. Just 
like this Egg business. There aren't that many, and the collectors and 
museums know where everyone is located. The perp would have to sell 
it to a dealer or collector, but not in the traditional sense.” 

“Well, I’m sure there are plenty collector nuts out there, Liam. Maybe 
you should start there.” 

“Nah. There's got to be a better way.” 

“The computer?” Dugger suggested with a grin. 

“Like I said, “There's got to be a better way’. This guy hasn't made a 
slip-up to date, but you and I know that never holds true. Either his ego 
or greed is going to be his downfall.” 

“Liam, your problems are ten fold. First of all, you have no jurisdiction 
over the murders. You have no control. The number of investigators 
involved are numerous, I’m sure, and not to mention the fact that youre 
federal. I’m sure they're just thrilled to have you hovering, to say the 
least, around their cases.” 

“They're not the problem. I usually send Miss America in for that,” 


he stated, referring to Tanner. 
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“Sexist,” Dugger said, raising an eyebrow at Tae passing comment 
concerning his attractive boss. 

Liam pretended not to notice and went on his with his theory. “But 
I feel it is something more. Drugs? Arms? Hell, maybe he's trying to 
finance a revolution, who knows? Thankfully our department has some 
autonomy and we can investigate freely.” He surveyed the small room, 
taking in details he felt were pertinent to his involvement. “I've seen 
all I need to see. Nothing, as usual. I’m sure you will give me copies of 
everything you get, right? Everything, Dugger. That includes a copy of 
the security tapes.” 

“Within reason, Liam. You know our position. I'll send the tapes 
via the computer. You can download the files.” Dugger grinned at the 
thought of Liam downloading anything from the magical white box. 

“Steaks at Sir Richards? A bottle of wine? Name it. Just get me copies 
of everything especially a full description of that damned Egg. Right 
now, let’s try and find Tanner. I know she didn’t bring any bread crumbs 
to leave behind. I'll bet she’s lost somewhere in this rat's maze.” 

“T doubt it, Liam. She struck me as a great deal smarter than your 
last boss. Miss America looks like she can find her way without your 
help.” 

“You're probably right, but don’t tell her. She still thinks I actually 
know something about this business.” 

Dugger's low chuckle bounced off the walls of the Great Hall as the 
two men walked from the death scene, too enured to violence to feel 
anything for the victim. Both thinking their own thoughts as to the perp 
who seemingly had been running free and loose for some time. Each in 
his own way trying to envision a fitting end, not only to the resolution of 
their cases, but for whoever has been responsible. 

Liam stepped away from the protection of the building and a biting 
shot of wind whipped the tails of his overcoat and once again played 
havoc with his cover. He pushed the hat down more firmly upon his 
head and scanned the parking lot for any sign of Tanner. 
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From the West Wing terrace, Tanner caught sight of her partner 
slogging through the parking lot. She gave a quick whistle that penetrated 
the gusting wind and Liam's inner ear. 

He turned and found her perched at the railing of the terrace. Giving 
a wave, she made her way down the emergency stairway, and in a blink 
of Liam's eye, she was at his side. 

He studied her face, raw from the wind and something else. Sensing 
his scrutiny she looked back at the bold line of the West Wing. From 
the brochure she gathered in the lobby, the West Wing was the fourth 
and largest addition to the museum since its original construction in 
1936. She knew without reading that the exterior was constructed from 
Indiana limestone, and while she was inside looking for Drew Kincaid, 
she got a peek at the West Wing's large central hall, with its imported 
pink marble. It was an impressive structure, and she could only stare 
at it so long before she was made to look at Liam's astute gaze. Bravely 
she faced him. 

“Tell me you found something useful,” she asked, her gray eyes 
pleading to his impassive face. 

“Only that Mr. Mason was like several of the others, very nondescript, 
private and part of the art world.” 

“How was he killed?” 

“Preliminary shows it to be a hat pin via his nasal cavity and into 
his brain. But we really won't know until he’s posted. And, you, lassie. 
What did you learn of Mr. Kincaid?” 

Tanner suspected he knew, for his tone was light and a tiny smile 
played at the corners of his mouth. She started off toward the car with 
Liam keeping pace this time. 

“Not much, really. Today is his first day as acting director. He 
owned a gallery and was a consultant to the museum before accepting 
this position,” she enunciated position with the same exaggerated southern 
drawl Drew Kincaid presented to her earlier. “He at least knew the 
name of the Russian in charge of security for the loaned items. Vassily 
Shishkova.” 


“Sounds like the weather.” 
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“Inside and outside the museum,” she mused, the wind whipping 
her hair against its natural grain. She ran an agitated hand through it 
to smooth as much its ruffled edge as her testy mood. 

Liam caught a whiff of a familiar smell from the top of her head. 
“Hum. You smell like Old Commander,” he teased and waited for her 
to unlock his door. 

“T smell like burning horse shit,” she flatly exclaimed and walked over 
to her side of the car. She yanked open the door and climbed in. 

After what seemed like forever in the damning wind, Tanner let 
Liam in the car. He struggled with the seatbelt as Tanner started the 
engine of the government issue Ford, allowing it to reach a bumpy idle 
as the engine tried to warm against the winter cold. Not exactly what 
Tanner had ordered that morning from the car pool. Government issue 
cars were like government issue everything; low bid. And theirs was 
no exception: white, with black sidewall tires, no wheel covers, no air 
conditioning, no radio, bench seats that were grooved to the largest frame 
ever to occupy them, and a heater that worked with as much efficiency 
as the typical federal worker. 

“Come on, Tanner. If you're waiting for the heater to work, we are 
in for a long afternoon. The interior won't get comfortable until we are 
back at the office. Let's get out of here and on the road. Stop at the first 
place you can and I will buy you a coffee.” 

“Big deal.” 

“What? You have a better offer? Don't tell me, let me guess?” 

“Guess all you want. But I'll take the coffee. Maybe we can find 
someplace that has fresh. I can’t take yesterday's like you.” 

He cracked the window, further annoying Tanner. 

“You like him,” he bravely ventured, changing the subject. 

“Like the flu,” she shot back. 

Liam loved to prick her ire. It came rushing to the front and was bold 
and burned as deeply as her garnet colored hair. But he knew when to 
pull back, and the moment was at hand to change the subject. 
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“Dugger's going to let me know what the security cameras reveal. 
Maybe we will finally have an idea as to what this natural mass of 
destruction looks like.” 

Tanner gave an absentminded nod of agreement, and then added with 
a grin, When you receive the security information, you can download 
and email it over to me.” 

He ignored her completely and added a jab of his own, “And what 
are you going to pursue?” As if he didn’t know. 

“T'm going to see if I can improve upon my first impression. I'll make 
an appointment with Mr. Kincaid and try to accomplish what I failed to 
do today. In the meantime, Ill start to work on the Russian museum and 
the contact there. I want a complete listing and description of everything 
on loan for the exhibit.” 

Despite several close calls in traffic, Tanner took great pains in toning 
down her driving skills of earlier that morning. Liam appreciated her 
efforts. 

“Liam, what do we know about the financial affairs of these murdered 
individuals?” 

“That's what's making these cases so hard. If they were involved in 
any suspicious activities, they were hid very well through their businesses. 
Nothing in the way of personal wealth, only through their businesses. If 
they were collecting for something other than art or antiques, they were 
creative in hiding it.” 

“You know what would help that?” 

Liam gave her the deer-caught-in-the-headlights stare. 

“That's right,” she afirmed. “The computer. Your first lesson is this 
afternoon when we get back.” 

“If there's time. There's a lot to do, yet. You have to set up your 
schedule with Kincaid. I’ve got to get a hold of Dugger.” 

His excuses were cut short by her narrowed glare. He gave her a 


wane smile of surrender, but he knew better. So did she. 


CHAPTER TWELVE 


Tanner pulled onto I-95, the wind pushing the small Ford enough to 
make her consider having Liam drive back to the office. But she couldn't 
bring herself to even make the suggestion. Liam had pushed his seat 
back, reclining to the farthest setting, and with his hat pulled low, he 
appeared to be asleep. Tanner eased through traffic on the interstate and 
glancing at the pewter sky, a frown deepened her brows. It was misting 
and she knew as the day wore on into night it would turn into sleet or 
ice for sure. It was not going to be a fun trip. 

Thirty minutes north of Richmond, Tanner finally gave in to the 
bad weather; she saw the signs announcing a truck stop at a place called 
Nancy Wright's Corner. As she directed the Ford down the exit ramp, 
it started to slide. Fortunately traffic was sparse and when she started to 
counter the slide she slipped across the on-coming traffic lanes and into 
and out of the bar ditch. The grass arrested her skid and she was able 
to reenter the access road and drove gingerly into the truck stop parking 
lot. She eased the gear shift into park and sat as still as a tree. The skid 
had frightened her more than she realized. 

She prized her driving skills. She knew she sometimes pushed them 
to the limit, but this was the first time she had actually lost control of 
what the car was doing. Liam evidently was still sleeping and she nudged 


him in the ribs. 
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“We're here. Are you going to sleep all the way home?” She gave 
him a moment to answer. He didn't. “I see, you're going to welsh on the 
coffee.” 

“Nice driving. You could have just cut across the ramp altogether 
and missed the ditch. It would have saved my back,” Liam noted as he 
again struggled against the seat belt. “Go on in. I'll be there as soon as 
I can get out of this damnable harness.” 

Tanner nodded, closed her door and delicately placed her suede 
pumps in mushed ruts, trying in vain to salvage them from the slushy 
mess beneath her feet. This hadn't been one of her more stellar days, 
and adding to it, her choice of attire was totally inappropriate for field 
work, not to mention, snow, sleet and ice. She had planned on spending 
the day in isolation working on the mounting paperwork on her desk. 
So much for planning. 

The place was crowded, many of the interstate drivers decided the 
weather was too much and were taking a break, hoping the weather 
would do the same. Tanner scanned the seating and found none available 
except at the counter. She headed for the empty stools. Just as she 
reached the counter she turned to see if Liam had made it out of the car. 
One of the reasons Tanner liked to drive was due to the fact that the seat 
belt on the passenger side of their government issue car had a tendency 
to lock. It was real work to get out. Liam had left her to battle it for over 
five minutes on one occasion. She had not forgotten, and except for the 
bad weather, she would not have thought of allowing Liam to drive her 
anywhere in that Ford again. 

She smiled to herself as he continued to struggle. Not paying 
particular attention to her surroundings she turned to sit on one of the 
empty stools. Just as she started to sit, a rather large man beat her to the 
stool and with his hip knocked her completely off balance. Her heels, 
slick on the dirty oor went out from under her and she found herself 
rather inelegantly sprawled on the floor. She sat for a second or two, not 
understanding exactly what had transpired. The large man barely looked 
her way to acknowledge the incident, instead he waved his buddy to take 


the other stool. Liam’s stool. The second man was virtually a twin to the 
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first, and they obviously purchased their clothing from the same tractor 
and supply store. The kind where laced boots, jeans, flannel shirts and 
reefer coats were hard to keep on the shelves. 

Feeling flushed with embarrassment, Tanner managed to get to 
her feet and turn her attention to the two hoodlums. “Ah, hum,” she 
purposefully cleared her throat, trying to check her rising temper. 
Tapping the larger of the two on the shoulder, she pointed out, “You 
have my seat, and I would appreciate it if you and your friend would just 
get up and leave before there is trouble.” 

“Beat it, babe, these here seats is taken.” His grammar was as poor 
as his dress and hygiene. 

Tanner looked through the window and saw that Liam was finally 
clear of the seat belt from hell. She realized she should just walk out, but 
she really needed that cup of coffee, and no obnoxious, loud-mouthed 
redneck was going to deprive her of that simple pleasure. She looked 
around for assistance, but none was available, or better, willing. 

“You might listen up, honey. Big Jake doesn’t like fancy women 
trying to take over his truck stop, so you might as well be on your way. 
It’d be best,” said the waitress with a smile and a crack of her gum. 

Tanner started to heed the advice and moved toward the door, when 
she heard the two men laugh. They really shouldn't have done that. 
Turning back towards their leering faces, she slightly cocked her head in 
defiance. When she reached their stools, there was no polite chatter, no 
excuse me, no warning at all. 

“If you liked my legs so much, you're just going to love this,” she 
informed and quickly hiked the hem of her skirt high on her thighs and 
kicked Big Jake in the left kidney with her sharp pointed pump. He cried 
out like a stuck pig, twisting in pain. Before he was able to comprehend 
the cause of his agony, she struck him in the side of the neck, her fingers 
extended to impart maximum damage. He gurgled once and slid off 
the stool. His partner started to rise in protest, but before he was even 
partway off his perch, Tanner kicked him in the groin. He fell to the 
floor with a stifled cry. 
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Big Jake struggled against the pain in his kidney and neck and 
clamored to his feet, reaching a meaty paw for Tanner. She made another 
point with her shoe, sending him to the grimy floor where he belonged. 

Slamming her ID on the counter, she looked to the obnoxious 
waitress of earlier and said, “Call the authorities before I lose my temper, 
and bring me a pot of coffee, please.” 

‘The waitress obliged, while two others set about bussing a table. The 
manager, another advocate of the greasy spoon diet, followed his belly 
out of his office and was quickly convinced by Tanner that if he didn’t 
remove the cretins from her sight there would be more trouble than they 
were worth. The manager retreated to call the authorities. 

About that time, Liam wandered inside. “Just can't leave you alone 
for a minute, can I, lassie? I turn my back and look at the trouble you 
cause. I bet these respectable gents were merely offering an opinion on 
the weather. You do take umbrage too quickly,” Liam said as he leaned 
down and did a quick pat down of the recumbent men. 

“Will you look at this now, this boyo must be on a scrap metal drive. 
Quite an arsenal; flip knife, switch blade, a Raven .32 and a Charter 
Arms .38. This wee man owes you what's left of his life. More than 
likely, if he had tried to fire either one of these Saturday Night Specials, 
they would have exploded in his hand. You did the boyo a good turn.” 

Liam stood up long enough to kick Big Jake in the ribs and force him 
onto his face while he removed a similar stockpile of shoddy arms. With 
his hands full of guns and knives he stood and walked over to Tanner's 
table and dropped the cheap load of weaponry onto the laminated table 
top. 

“You have been busy, Agent Shea. How’s the coffee?” he asked as 
he sat down. 

She gave a mock toast with her steaming cup of Joe. 


CHAPTER THIRTEEN 


12:55 PM and thirty-five thousand feet above the southern Illinois flat 
land, Rachel slept in seat 26A, her head resting on pillows propped 
against the window. Her flight from Indianapolis to St. Louis was only 
half full that morning, As usual the airline had crammed everyone up 
close and together, but when Rachel discovered only forty-five passengers 
were aboard, she quickly moved her briefcase, purse and still hung-over 
body to the rear of the plane. She pulled two pillows from the overhead 
compartment, and was asleep before the wheels were retraced. 

Less than fifteen minutes into the flight, Rachel was roughly 
awakened by a flight attendant, who informed her that her cell phone 
had been sounding for the last five minutes. Cursing to herself, she 
opened her purse to view the number. The home office. She canceled 
the call, and started to lean back against the window, when the phone 
sounded again. Still half asleep, she glanced at the incoming number, 
recognized it, and then canceled it. She dropped the phone into her 
purse and started to fluffher pillows when it rang again. Now completely 
awake and irritated she read the incoming text message. All right, she 
said to herself, What the hell is wrong at the office? She reached for 
the Airphone. 

As she ran her company credit card through the scanner and waited 
for the dial tone, she was convinced Elaine Brandt, Colonel Harnish’s 
cerebrally challenged, short-skirted, leggy receptionist had simply 


misplaced what was left of her brain, once again. Elaine was known 
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to take orders from the Colonel literally, and would leave the phone on 
automatic re-dial until the frustrated agent could locate a phone and 
return the call. The Colonel did not furnish cell phones, and Elaine 
never sure about much of anything other than the sureness of another 
night on the town, would continue to call, sometimes for an hour, until 
the beleaguered recipient returned the call. Only on rare occasions were 
the calls of consequence. Most of the time, the Colonel merely wanted 
an update to include in a letter to a client. But Elaine did not have the 
capacity to distinguish and differentiate the Colonel’s requests. It was 
more than a rumor, Rachel concluded, that Elaine could not turn down 
any man’s request, so when the Colonel yelled from his office door, “Get 
me so and so, I need an update.” Elaine promptly complied and it drove 
more than one agent to distraction. 

The wait for the airphone to dial was not long and too soon by twice, 
she thought as Elaine's perfected southern drawl came over the line. 

“American Security Systems, may I be of service?” 

“No, you may not, Elaine. Who wants me? And it better not be 
something that could have waited. I’m not in a good mood, and...” she 
said into a dead phone. Rachel had been put on hold, without so much 
as a bye your leave. 

She fumed for approximately thirty seconds and was on the verge of 
hanging up and flushing the phone when the foghorn voice of Colonel 
Harnish nearly burst her eardrum. 

“Where the hell are you, Rachel? Never mind, get your butt back 
to Indy. There's been a murder at The Chesterfield, one of the attendees 
at that damned stamp convention. Before you ask, I don’t know, nor do 
I know how or where it occurred other than it happened in the hotel. 
Marcus is in a panic and that twit, Robert, with whom you left this mess, 
is worse than not having anyone at all. Rachel...Rachel, did you hear 
me?” Colonel Harnish boomed. 

“Yes, I heard you loud and clear,” Rachel said in a quiet voice. She 
was stunned by the news. “Colonel,” she stammered, “I...I, do you want 


me to call Marcus?” 
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“No. As soon as your plane lands, go to the airline counter and I will 
have a return ticket waiting, Call Marcus when you know your arrival 
time back to Indianapolis. I’ll deal with Robert. Why in the hell did 
you allow me to hire him in the first place?” 

“T...I don’t think I had a say in it. You just...” She was on the verge 
of rambling, but the Colonel cut her off. 

“Yes. Yes. But he’s your responsibility now. Deal with him when you 
return to Indy, and I will deal with him when this mess is over. Do you 
realize this is the first...never mind,” he aborted his thought. “Rachel, 
I'm sorry. I didn’t mean to yell or imply you were responsible. Just get 
back there, prop Marcus up and bring me up to date. If you need me, I 
will come at once.” 

“Fine, Colonel. I'll be on the next plane back,” she said softly, her 
thoughts still not focused, and she concluded it was more from the shock 
of the news than her hangover. 

“Rachel, you don’t sound well. Don't take this to heart. Just keep 
me informed,” 

“Yes, sir,” she replied as she replaced the Airphone. 

She brushed the blonde strands from her forehead, took a deep breath 
and pulled her briefcase from below the seat in front and started to jot 
down ideas for damage control. She did not think of the victim, who he 
might be, or what impact he might have on her, just what influence his 
death might have on The Chesterfield and A.S.S. By the time her plane 
touched down at the airport she had written several pages of notes. 

Whenever agitated, Rachel tapped her foot until the muscles in her 
shin ached. She was on hold, waiting for Robert to pick up. From the 
conversation with her boss, she had gathered Marcus was beside himself 
and wanted her to return to the hotel as soon as humanly possible. 

The flurry of activity surrounding her at the airport was matched 
only by her thoughts of the previous evening and the account she had 
entrusted to Robert. She watched with absentminded interest as travelers 
rushed passed on their way to planes and destinations Rachel cared little 


about. She checked her watch again. 
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“Hello?” Robert's voice was steady and seemingly unaffected by the 
unfolding events. 

“Robert?” Rachel asked, plugging her free ear to shut out the 
commotion around her. 

“Where are you, Rachel?” 

“St. Louis airport. In talking with the Colonel he had very little 
information he could offer me on the victim and the manner of death. 
Are there any new developments?” 

“We know the victim was one of the exhibitors at the stamp show. 
His personal effects are being catalogued as we speak. That may or may 
not provide a motive for his murder.” 

“What is the victim's name?” 

“Edward Pickett.” 

His voice chilled her and the hairs on her neck stood on end upon 
hearing the identity of the victim. She tried to hide her anxiety as she 
asked about Marcus. 

“Naturally Marcus is apprehensive and anxious for your return. You 
will be returning, won't you, Rachel?” 

“Yes, of course I will. Is Marcus available?” 

Robert motioned for Marcus to come to the phone. He took the 
receiver, not bothering to disguise the distress in his voice. “Rachel, is 
that you?” 

“Yes, Marcus. I know this is horrible for you, and I want to ensure 
you that the security we have set up and reestablished since this incident 
is top notch. I’m on my way back to Indianapolis. In the meantime, 
if you need anything, Robert will help you,” she said, trying to sound 
reassuring, 

“Will you be staying?” he asked. 

“Yes, of course.” 

“T'll see to the arrangements. Thank you, Rachel.” 

“May I speak with Mr. Patterson?” 

Marcus handed the phone over to Robert and Rachel barked some 


additional orders to her assistant. 


CHAPTER FOURTEEN 


To no one’s surprise the coffee had not been worth a letter home, but 
it was hot and the icy weather made them linger longer than normal. 
Although Liam preferred his own special blend, he had been reputed to 
drink coffee made from stump water. If it was thick, black and hot, he 
could drink it. He never fancied himself a gourmet, but he had discovered 
during the many late nights in the service of his country, coffee was the 
only restorative he could tolerate. During his stint overseas he had 
watched a good many of his fellow officers take to other stimulants, often 
with serious side effects in both judgment and temperament. Coffee 
had become his only friend for late night sessions and over time had 
developed a taste for such odd blends as Uganda's special roast and other 
such out of the way varieties. Tanner on the other hand, preferred tea, 
with the exception of that first cup in the morning. It really did get her 
going, 

“Ready to go? I've had about all of this alleged coffee I can stand,” 
Tanner asked as she reached for her purse. 

“Sit a spell, Tanner. Just relax. We have no place to be quickly and 
besides the boys in blue have not finished with your friends. I’m sure 
they will want a wee word about how you violated the civil rights of the 
miscreants.” 

“Too bad. Take a cup with you if you must, but I really need to get 


back. And I know you can’t stand this coffee anymore than I can. You 
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cant wait to get back to your own distillery or whatever you call that 
contraption that burns twenty-four seven.” 

“A mere coffee pot, Tanner. A bare vessel to brew perfect coffee. But, 
right you are, let us leave this emporium of fine cuisine to the locals, bid 
our adieu to the fine men in blue and return to that highway of ice. But, 
I'm driving. We have had sufficient excitement, I would think.” 

The drive back, other than a little slipping and sliding, was uneventful. 
Tanner, not her usual bubbly, confident self, was quiet. Liam's ramblings 
about the cases and the fact that they were going nowhere fell on deaf 
ears. She did not even raise her usual question about Liam's lack of 
driving skills or the fact that with him driving the trip would take much 
longer than reasonable, and withdrew into a shell of thought. The better 
part of the day was gone when Liam made the last turn into the parking 
lot of their office. 

“Coming up,” Liam asked, as he stuffed the gear lever into park. 

“No. I’m going home, wash my hair, take a long bath and burn my 
suit. I’m tired. I’m going to call my mother and find out what in the 
world is going on outside this damned Beltway.’ She sat a moment, 
staring at nothing in particular. “I’m tired, Liam. I need a rest, or at 
least a change.” 

“Take your bath, call your mom, but burn you suit before your bath,” 
he teased as he removed himself from the battered seat of their assigned 
car and walked toward his office. 

“Are you going to unpack your computer?” she asked after him. “You 
promised, you know.” 

till he marched on. A wave, his only response. 

It would be hours later, and Liam still at his desk, that he would even 
consider looking inside the box that was his coffee table. To bolster his 
confidence, he was on his second pot of coffee. The office was quiet, all 
personnel with a real life had long since departed. He had promised 
Tanner he would attempt a start-up with the blasted contraption, but 
he did not have to embarrass himself in front of everybody, and waited 


until the entire oor was vacant. 


CHAPTER FIFTEEN 


The flight back to Indianapolis was smooth, clear skies and unlimited 
visibility. No afternoon heat rising to disturb passengers made the short 
jaunt bearable. Rachel’s mind though, was a sea of turbulence. She 
bounded from one thought to the next. What had really happened? 

Without breakfast, lunch or even the snack served on the outbound 
flight from Indy, her stomach was jumping as if on a pogo stick. Her 
head ached, despite the six Advil, and she was worn out. She had little 
or no sleep the night before and already a long day was getting longer 
and she knew it would be a while before her head hit any pillow. For 
added measure she chided herself for letting a simple tryst get completely 
out of hand, Things had been going too well for the Karmic train not 
to derail. 

She knew she had built up a Karma debt. No doubt, the recovery 
of her failed marriage, the year at home and discovery she really liked 
herself were cause for celebration. She realized the fiddler must always 
be paid, but why were the dues so high, she lamented. From her window 
seat, she gazed through the heavy Plexiglas and watched the flat farm 
land of the southern Illinois landscape creep by. She sighed with envy, 
wishing her life had been so smooth. 

Her early years had been quiet. Reserved. Raised in a conservative 
household, where the hint of sex, booze and rock and roll was eschewed, 
she graduated from high school known as the ice maiden. She carried 
her virginity into college as badge of honor, as if won on the field of battle. 
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But if the truth were known, it was nothing more than the Good Conduct 
Medal: No wars, no battles, just patriotic duty to her upbringing, It was 
the late night gab sessions at school that brought her to the conclusion 
that sex was not something dirty, but only something that very few men, 
boys really, knew anything about. The sessions centered on the boys’ 
complete lack of understanding of women and girls. It seemed to her, 
that for all of her friend’s detrimental remarks about men, they were 
obsessed with them. 

Rachel was a bystander. She stood on the sidelines as she had no 
experience to relate, no romantic encounters at all. She giggled with her 
friends, and lamented their trials, but stayed true to her conservative 
upbringing. Her virginity was not surrendered until her second year of 
law school. 

She convinced herself she had fallen in love. It didn’t last, and the sex 
was as her undergraduate girlfriends described; totally unsatisfactory. 
None the less, her appetite had been whetted, running through a number 
of messy affairs. The attraction and the sex, were both short lived and 
empty. She knew that something was wrong, At first she thought it 
was all her fault; the lack of knowledge, so she set about to remedy the 
problem. She studied Kama Sutra as she did Civil Torts. Those final 
years at school and at the law firm were practice for the man she knew 
she'd marry, but she had to move to D.C. to find him. 

Gary Sheppard, while physically strong was a mental wreck. He was 
not far from a virgin himself, when he and Rachel married. With his 
appointment as a systems analyst within the National Security Agency, 
and her career in full swing at the Treasury Department, they felt as if 
they were living the fairy tale life. The right upbringing, the right schools, 
the correct marriage and the important job within the government. Their 
marriage was doomed, and likewise their jobs, both were intertwined. 
Rachel suffered five years of marriage to a man who did not have the 
capacity or the ability to express affection. Love and tenderness were 
out of the question, thus the decline. Both began drinking during the 
evening hours, passing time before dinner and dulling any emotions 


either wanted or could possibly share. Late calls to the office for both 


68 | Lori Evans 


became increasingly necessary and frequent. It helped both get through 
the day. The first slip for Rachel came during an annual Christmas 
party. The ensuing affair with her immediate supervisor continued for 
nearly a year. Her years of studying Kama Sutra were rewarded, and 
her awakenings began. Her repeated attempts to interest Gary in any 
lovemaking other than the compulsory Saturday night ritual convinced 
Rachel she had grabbed the wrong brass ring. 

Her affairs were numerous, and for the most part, discreet, until 
scotch became more than just a friend. Her guard was down and her 
choice of men slipped to a point that when the sum of her actions became 
apparent to even her unsuspecting husband. She did not care. Or 
least she thought so. During those five years, her overall job slipped 
proportionately to the amount of scotch, and the fact that her many 
affairs had now caught the attention of not only her department head, 
but her husband's section chief. Gary declined to take any interest 
in Rachel or her problems, and was totally willing to ignore his wife's 
indiscretions until approached by his boss, a New England patrician 
by the name of Riley Harrington, III, whose fiat was, “Divorce the slut 
you wife has become or resign. We won't brook any other options.” The 
uptight Gary Sheppard was much more concerned about his career than 
his wife. 

With the divorce final, Rachel ran completely wild, until the same 
ultimatum was issued to her after one compromising incident. Get off 
the sauce, cut out the affairs, quit or be fired. She crawled out of town 
and returned home to sober up and made an attempt to get her life back 
in focus. Now, she thought, sex had again betrayed her. She tried to 
blame her uptight parents and in particular her mother, to whom sex or 
even the “birds and the bees” was a subject too racy for her home. 

It took time for Rachel to like herself, sober up, and to refocus, but 
she felt this had all been accomplished. A drink now and then was 
easily handled without the need for constant or continual consumption. 
Dinner parties were endured with a smile as her mother and father 
forced her back into society. And sex? She had become a nun, until 


last night. Why me, she moaned to herself as she ordered a coffee from 
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the flight attendant and then watched with a smile his retreating figure 
down the aisle. His tight pants...Damn it! And she leaned back into 
the provided pillow and stared out the window as the plane crossed the 
Mississippi Delta. 

There was no one to turn to, she knew the police were only hours 
away, if not already, from discovering the simple fact she had slept with 
the victim. 

She smiled. The drain on her body had taken its toll, but the one 
thought of soft tender lovemaking caused her to momentarily forget that 
her lover was the victim and more than likely she was going to be thrown 
to the wolves once again. 

The cab ride downtown from the airport went quickly. She dreaded 
the follow up and she didn’t even know what it would be. 

Marcus met her in the lobby of The Chesterfield, handed her a room 
key and sighed, “What is this, Rachel? What has happened? You look a 
wreck. No, I take that back. It was ungallant. I apologize, but please tell 
me what's going on. The police have just left. A detective by the name of 
Tucker demands to see you the instant you arrive. What is going on?” 

“T don't know any more than you, Marcus, probably less. But you're 
correct on one front, I'm beat. I need a shower, a quick nap, a massage, 
if Collins is still here, and then I'll call this Detective Tucker. I'll get to 
the bottom of this mess, but I need some time. Oh, and don’t tell Robert 
I'm back. I need some time to myself.” 

“Right you are. I should have known you would require rest from 
your trip, and then to turn up like a bad penny. Oops, excuse the pun. 
But I am just rattling on. I will send Collins to your room in two hours. 
That should give you sufficient time to refresh yourself.” 

“You're a dear. Thanks a million. Tell Collins to call before he comes 
up. I could be in another world in twenty minutes,” Rachel said as she 
shuffled toward the elevator. 

Six-thirty that evening, Rachel, clad in her “new client interview 
skirt” which was a little too short, but sufficient to cover all that was 
necessary, and exciting enough to keep her client's attention, pulled on a 


pale green Angora sweater over her head and glanced into the mirror as 
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she tugged at everything to make sure lines and angles were where they 
should be. She made one last comb through her blonde tresses, assuring 
they were correctly laid in “organized disarray” and opened the door to 
her suite and strode as purposefully as possible towards the elevator once 
again pulling on her overcoat. 

Passing through security she was directed to the homicide division. 
Rachel arrived and slipped out of her overcoat. She stood frozen in place, 
the door slightly ajar, not quite sure where to go, who to see, or better 
yet, just leave. That was her choice and as she turned a rumpled man in 
a lime green seventies leisure suit grabbed her by the arm. 

“May I help you?” he asked in a rumbling fog horn of a voice that 
grated on her already jangled nerves. 

Rachel, almost tongue tied, finally managed to mention that she was 
expected by Detective Tucker. 

“Tucker, huh? Junior or Senior?” 

He could tell by her confused expression that she didn’t know there 
were two Tuckers. “Well, it doesn't make any difference. Where's there 
one, there's the other. Junior is over in the corner, there. See him?” He 
pointed his sausage sized finger towards the far wall. “Behind the coffee 
pots and the row of file cabinets...see him?” he tried clarifying. 

“Yes, thank you,” she stammered as she tried to regain her 
composure. 

As she walked towards the far corner, her confidence returned, 
her stride purposeful as she centered on the Adonis sitting behind the 
filled-to-the-brim desk. Detective Tucker was as blonde as Rachel. Fair 
skinned and ruggedly handsome, he was chewing on a pencil, his face 
screwed up in concentration as he puzzled over the mechanics of typing 
that had clearly not been his best subject in high school. Rachel stood 
beside the desk and marveled. She had not witnessed a more virile 
looking man in her life. She almost forgot why she was there. 

Detective Tucker kept typing unaware that Rachel stood at this 
desk. His concentration was total. It was not until he made a typo 
and hesitated when locating the backspace key that he glanced up. He 
was dumbfounded. He started to rise and caught his knee, tipping 
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over his expensive white box. Reflexes took over and in keeping the 
white box in place, Rachel and Tucker bumped heads causing even more 
embarrassment to each as they stammered apologies at the same time. 
‘The entire squad room was watching with more mirth than disbelief. 

Finally Detective Tucker invited Rachel to take a seat on a crippled 
mahogany chair that served as the only respite from standing anywhere 
near his desk. As Rachel sat, the rest of the squad returned to whatever 
they were doing before the show began. 

All except for one grizzled veteran that rated an office to the left of 
Detective Tucker's desk. The old veteran stood maybe a stitch over five 
foot six and looked to weigh a pound or two over what the department 
considered within tolerable limits. That wasn't counting the thirty 
pounds of firearms and ammunition, phones, radios and other assorted 
gear he carried. His hair, what was left of it, was white. His face deeply 
lined from years in the sun and horrors of his job. Atop his face stood 
the remnants of a nose, now pushed more to the right than straight, 
the result of a long ago fray that was forgotten by all but his wife as she 
watched him every morning try to push it back in line. But he was as 
nattily dressed as a man of his proportions could be in a dark blue suit, 
replete with vest, watch fob and small Phi Beta Kappa key. His red fleur 
de lei tie was knotted tightly around his oversized neck. The collar points 
of his pale blue dress shirt were buttoned, but the cuffs were French, 
sporting small gold Colt .45’s. His feet were fitted into the smallest pair 
of tasseled loafers ever made by Alan Edmonds. 

He looked puzzled by Detective Tucker's reaction to the young lady's 
charms. As Captain of Homicide he knew exactly who now sat in front 
of the young detective. And he was well aware of Detective Tucker's 
charm with the ladies, but this was the first time he had ever seen the 
young detective befuddled by anyone, especially a woman. 

The old man smiled and waddled back to his desk and with only 
slight effort shoe horned himself into his swivel chair and began to clear 
his desk for an upcoming interview. He turned to stare at the top of his 
credenza and the large ornate picture frame that held his family history, 
and sighed as his eyes fastened onto the snapshot of the towhead with 
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the crooked grin. It was his son, John Robert Tucker. The same John 
Robert that, despite his mother’s objections, followed his father to the 
force, and became Detective Tucker in record time. 

John Robert Tucker sat totally bewildered at his desk. 
Uncharacteristically, he stared at the beauty sitting before him. He was 
confused. He was not naive, but to save his life, he couldn't think of any 
reason, outside of the obvious, why he found the woman who sat across 
his desk so appealing, After what seemed an eternity, he was finally able 
to put a complete sentence together. 

“Excuse me, what can I do for you?” he asked. 

If only you knew, Rachel thought, but rather asked, “You're Detective 
Tucker?” 

“Of course.” 

“Well, you left me a message at my hotel that you wanted to see me 
as soon as my plane landed. I apologize for the hour, but I was tied up 
at the hotel with business,” she lied. “But here I am.” 

“I did?” he questioned. “TI think...” 

“Well, do you or don’t you want me? To talk to me?” she quickly 
clarified, 

“Certainly. But I’m not sure what it is we are to speak of.” His mind. 
was reeling, tying to place the woman and why he had left her a message. 
“Maybe, if you told me your name, we could start from there.” 

“My name?” Rachel asked, aware of his stall. “Well, yes, that might 
be helpful.” She purposefully hesitated. “Rachel...Rachel Bennett. I’m 
with...” 

“Now I've got you. You don’t need to see me. You need to see my 
father. He's the head man around here. He’s in charge of the case.” 

“Your father?” 

“Yeah, It’s a shame, but he’s the one that left the message, not me. If 
you will just sit still, I'll get the old man.” 

Detective Tucker rose from his desk and with the quiet grace of a 
big cat he padded to his father’s office where the old man was filling his 
ever present coffee mug. 


“Pop, can I have a minute?” 
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“Don't call me, Pop,” he instructed, mildly irritated. “Suffice to say, 
I have asked, begged, demanded and finally pleaded...When we are on 
the JOB, my name is Captain Tucker, not Pop. And tell Miss Bennett 
I'm ready to see her now, It’s not good to let the populace see any of 
my detectives drooling. Most of the uniformed citizenry think we are 
nothing but idiots anyway. I don’t need to have you prove them right.” 

“Miss Bennett? You knew that was her? How did...Well, never 
mind, I'll get her.” He turned, still a little red faced, and headed for the 
door. He paused at the doorway. “Pop, don’t go too hard on her.” He 
placed a hand to his chest. “I think I’m in love.” 

“Youre not in love. It’s probably heartburn from too much coffee. 
And don't call me Pop or you are going back to walking a beat. Better 
yet, Horse Patrol. Now, get out of her and send in Miss Bennett.” 

John Robert threw a narrowed glare at his father. “Her? You mean 
get out of here, don’t you, Captain?” 

They exchanged smiles and Detective Tucker made it back to his 
desk, shaking his head. Heartburn, my foot, he thought. I’ll be damned 
if I let this one get away. 

“My father will see you now, Miss Bennett. If you will please follow 
me,’ he said as he waited for her to rise and led her to his father’s office. 

“Pop,” he distinctly pronounced, “this is Miss Bennett. Miss Bennett, 
my father. And one more thing, Miss Bennett, before you leave, please 
stop by my desk. I would like a word with you.” 

Rachel somewhat flustered over the meeting of Detective Tucker 
and more so to the fact that it was the wrong Tucker, was more than a 
little apprehensive at facing the gnome like character seated at the desk 
in the small office. 

She quickly took stock of her surroundings and found no comfort 
anywhere. She was in a foreign environment...no friends, and nothing 
but her wit for protection. It had often worked in the past, but then 
again, the past didn’t include a murder, or any that she was aware of. 

She knew she had nothing to do with the death of Edward Pickett. 
And she was well aware as to why she was now standing in front of the 


Captain of Homicide, that damnable Robert. And the more she thought 
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about Robert and why he would point out to anyone that she and Pickett 
had lunch together, the madder she became. She would be damned if she 
would let Robert, for whatever reason he might have, put her in a corner. 
Finally she smiled at the Captain and stepped fully into his office. 

“Sit down, Miss Bennett,” the senior Tucker instructed, pointing to 
the small sofa sitting against the back wall. 

Rachel nodded and in two strides within the small office sat rather 
clumsily on the sofa. It was old as time, worn as everything in the room 
and the stuffing was mostly missing, I will never get up without rolling 
on the floor, she thought. 

“I assume you wanted to see me about Edward Pickett?” she asked 
flatly, hoping to disguise the distress she felt gnawing at her stomach. 

“Quite perceptive of you, Miss Bennett,” replied the Captain, with 
just a hint of sarcasm. “So, let's not beat around any bush and get right 
to it. I don't have the time and probably neither do you. So, I'll just lay 
it out for you. We know for certain that you had lunch with the victim, 
and we know he had dinner for two sent up that evening. These are facts. 
Now for speculation. We speculate that you were his dinner companion 
as well as a one-nighter.” 

Rachel’s blue eyes flashed at his intentional crass remark concerning 
her after dinner activities with Edward Pickett, and she knew the look 
didn't escape Captain Bly. 

“We have enough hair samples, body powder, make up, lipstick and 
a few various other lab samples that when the analysis is complete, will 
validate my reasoning for calling you in. Do you deny any of this?” he 
asked as he leaned forward and folded his stubby fingers. 

“Well...well,” Rachel stammered. 

She had not been addressed in such a fashion since her dark days in 
Washington. But in her mind she knew that the old man was probably 
aware of all of that by now. He didn’t become Captain by being inept. 
She steeled her nerves and bored through his smug reserve, wondering 
to herself, how the Detective could have come from this man. 

“Yes. You are correct on all fronts. I did have dinner with Mr. 
Pickett,” she started to explain. 
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“Come now, Miss Bennett,” he quickly interrupted. “The man is 
dead. He is no longer, Mr. Pickett. He is the deceased and his first 
name was Edward,” 

“There's no need to be vulgar, Mr. Tucker. A little civility goes a 
long way. A man is dead, and I had nothing to do with it. I have broken 
no laws, regardless of what you believe. I was there, all right.” So much 
for her wit, she thought, but she was in a corner. A hostile one, at that. 
And between what she was sure was a complete inventory of body make- 
up and Robert, she knew they had no doubt as to her whereabouts last 
night. She fumed, sending a spark of confidence to her posture. “But, 
that doesn’t make mea killer. I did no harm to that man. Yes, I spent 
the night, but when I left his room, he was in the shower.” 

“What, no kiss goodbye? No long goodbye?” he baited. “By the way, 
did you ever read that book?” 

“What?” 

“The book, Miss Bennett. The Long Goodbye, have you read the 
book?” 

“No, not that I can remember...but what does that have to do with 
anything?” 

“Nothing, I was just curious, that’s all.” He leaned back in his chair 
and took stock of the woman before him. She bristled in all the right 
places, and when he spoke, his tone was less threatening, “Miss Bennett, 
I don't think you killed Edward Pickett, but I think you can help us. 
However, you are not out of the woods. You are the only one we can 
place at the scene during the right time frame.” 

“T didn’t kill him,” she reiterated. “I slept with the man, yes, but, 
that’s as far as it went. I had no reason, I have no reason. I just met the 
man.” 

“Are you in the habit of sleeping with men you just met?” 

“No! It was an accident.” The moment it was out, she knew it was 
a mistake. “Well, no. I don’t make it a habit. I was tired, and it was the 
right time and place, but,” she stopped and gathered her thoughts. “My 


sex life is none of your business,” she indignantly added. 
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“Excuse me, Miss Bennett, but it is my business. Especially since 
there's been a homicide, and you're the only one we can put in the vicinity 
near the time of his death. But I think you might be right. I don't believe 
you killed him, but I'm going to need some help. We, you and I, are 
going to have to come up with a motive. So, let's get all this animosity 
out of the way and you can look at the inventory and tell me if there is 
anything missing.” 

“Missing? What do you mean missing?” 

“Miss Bennett,” his tone back to where they began, “a man is dead. 
He was a prominent stamp collector ata pricy show. What do you think 
I mean by missing? See if you can remember anything he had in his room 
before the lights went out that might not be there now.” 

“The lights never went out,” she proudly countered. “They are on 
dimmers.” 

“Touché*.” He opened a file containing the crime scene photos. “I 
want you to look at the crime scene photos. Pay close attention to his 
briefcase and suitcase, which I may add, both were found wide open and 
empty. See if you can remember anything that might have been in the 
room that is not there now. Do you understand?” Tucker asked with 
more timber in his voice than he would have liked, but he feared he might 
be dealing with a dizzy blonde. Nothing he had learned thus far had 
convinced him otherwise. “Now, come here and take a look,” he ordered, 
pointing to the photos he had arranged along the edge of his desk. 

“You don't have to be belligerent. I'm not deafand dumb,” she pointed 
out, as she struggled to get up from the couch, “I don't know if] can get 
out of your couch, though.” 

She managed to sink much deeper than she thought. Finally after 
a protracted struggle, and due to the fact the senior Tucker had turned 
away, she was able to rise from the quicksand of a couch, but not before 
her skirt rose much higher than it was designed to do. Finding solid 
footing, she pulled the skirt down to a more tolerable length and walked 
to his desk. 

“Now, take a good look,” he instructed as he swiveled back to face 


Rachel. “Try to recall your movements and see if anything is missing. 
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“Why don't you go back to the hotel. Do you need a ride?” he offered. 
“Would you like a cab?” 

“No. I'll manage, thank you,” Rachel replied as she turned and 
walked quickly from his suddenly oppressive office. She was almost to 
the squad room's door when a voice called after her. 

“Miss Bennett?” John Robert called as he left his desk and hurried 
after her. “Wait up, please.” 

“Yes, Detective Tucker, what is it you want?” 

“Nothing, much. I just thought we might have coffee,” the young 
detective offered as he stared longingly at Rachel. 

“Not now. I'm tired. It’s been a long day traveling. Maybe tomorrow. 
Your father has asked me to stay in town. I'll cooperate anyway I can. 
I will be at The Chesterfield,” Rachel informed with more of an edge 
than necessary. A quick thought crossed her mind. He was the most 
handsome man she'd ever met, and she needed an ally, so she concluded, 
“Why don't you call me tomorrow? Don’t make it too early. Maybe for 
brunch? Okay?” 

“Yeah, sure, fine. Brunch itis. I'll call. Thanks,” the young detective 
stammered. “Tomorrow.” 

Hopefully between now and then he'll learn to complete sentences, 
Rachel thought. But he could grunt and he would still have her undivided 
attention. She gave a wane smile and left the squad room. 

She realized she was in a lot more trouble than the Captain had 
indicated. She knew he was not done. She realized he probably knew 
she was lying about any missing items belonging to Edward Pickett, 
the deceased. She wasn't sure why she had lied, and now she was sorry 
for it. But what was done was done. I feel so alone, she cried to herself, 
and almost out loud. But a quick stifle of the tears, before the cabby 
noticed was absolute on her part. She let her mind go blank. She did 
not remember the cab ride, the walk through the lobby, or entering her 


room. It was some time later before she recovered any sense of being, 


CHAPTER SIXTEEN 


With the last of the staff long gone, Liam sighed and removed the files 
from atop the three crates that held the so called modern crime fighting 
mechanism. He spent ten minutes just arranging enough room to unpack 
the blasted thing, and then realized he would have to clear a space on 
his desk. His routine of years was to change, and in frustration, nearly 
swept all of the remaining files onto the floor. But after a quick burst of 
temper cooled, he carefully stacked the folders and carried them out of 
his office, creating five neat stacks just outside his door. 

With another cup of coffee on his now vacant desk, he initiated 
his entry into the computing world. An hour later, with parts of crates 
and packing boxes scattered all over the floor, a CPU, keyboard and 
monitor sat on his desk. The printer and scanner remained on the floor. 
He gazed at what seemed miles of cables, boxes of CD's and discs, and 
a mound of manuals. The CPU, he knew had to be plugged into the 
network with the giant server located in a special room. That would be 
easy, he thought. It was obvious to him that the monitor plugged into 
the CPU, but the scanner and printer, and where they went and how they 
joined to the main unit remained a mystery. And what the hell were all 
of the CD’s and discs for? He was under the impression that all he had 
to do was plug the unit into the server network and start working, He 
cursed the gods again and poured another cup of coffee and returned to 


attempt to comprehend the mood of manuals. 
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“Whatcha doing?” Tanner asked her standard question over the 
phone as she removed her severely damaged suede pumps. She tried 
massaging warmth into her cold toes as she listened to her mother’s 
standard reply. 

“Oh, nothing,” Sophie answered in a voice that belied her age. Like 
her carriage, her voice was strong with a tone that held a hint of pride. 
All traits she had passed on to her only child. 

“You always say that. Especially when youve been giving the 
politicians hell,” teased Tanner, as she heard bits and pieces of a news 
program playing on the TV in the background. “Who's the unlucky 
Republican today?” 

“Nothing they don't deserve,” her mother defended. 

“Yeah, and if my father were alive, he'd be fit to be tied.” The warmth 
of her tone miraculously spread down to her toes. She always felt better 
when she talked with her mother. A habit she strayed from in the recent 
months. 

“You're sassing me. And you only sass when there's a man involved. 
What's his name?” 

“Can't I just call and see how you're doing?” Tanner stalled. 

“Sure you can, and I'm delighted that you did. But it doesn’t matter 
whether you're seven miles away or seven hundred, I know when you're 
distracted.” Sophie waited a moment, then asked again, “What's his 
name?” 

“How's the dog?” 

“Your dog is fine,’ her mother said. For when Tanner took the 
assignment in Washington D.C. she knew she would be traveling more 
and there wouldn't be time to spend with her dog, Midge, a pert and 
lively Shih Tzu. Though her mother reluctantly took the dog, it was best 
for all concerned. Like everything Sophie Shea nurtured, Midge, was 
spoiled rotten with a strong sense of independence. Just like Tanner. 

“What's the matter, Tannie?” Sophie gently prodded. 

“Mother,” exasperated Tanner. “You make me feel like I’m seven 
years old when you call me Tannie.” 


“Then stop acting seven and tell me what's bothering you.” 
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Tanner relented and explained the cases and the new wrinkle 
involving the missing Faberge Egg, but she managed to leave out the 
reason for her distraction, Drew Kincaid. She knew this didn’t elude her 
mother, and waited for the other shoe to drop. But always discreet and 
mindful of her daughter's privacy, Sophie let stand Tanner's explanation. 
She knew when Tanner was ready she would tell her the whole story, 
including the man responsible for her solemn mood. 

“How's the winery?” Tanner asked, changing the subject as she was 
accustomed to doing when she was preoccupied. 

“Hectic. We're looking to improve the wine coolers.” 

“How can you improve on the best, Mom?” 

“There's always room for improvement, Tannie.” 

“T take it the vines have survived this up and down season?” 

“Oh, yeah. That's part of the reason for us being so busy. I think all 
of nature is a little confused by the mild weather we've had this winter.” 
She waited a moment, for talking on the phone was not a strength of the 
reserved Sophie Shea. Then she asked, “Tanner, when are you coming 
for a visit?” 

“Hopefully, soon. I miss home.” 

“IT can tell. And your playmate misses you, too,’ Sophie added, 
referring to Midge. “You will let me know when you're coming?” 

CYess 

The conversation was stuck, but Tanner's mind was racing on a one 
way track that she hadn't been able to get off since her early morning 
debacle with Drew Kincaid. She ran a weary hand through her hair 
and caught the lingering smell of his pipe tobacco in the threads of her 
suit jacket. 

“Hey,” she said suddenly. “What's the name of that God awful pipe 
tobacco Dad used to smoke? You know, the smelly one.” 

“Old Commander. Why?” Sophie asked, but she knew. 

“T thought that’s what it was. The new director at the museum 
smokes it.” 


“Oh,” was all Sophie said, prompting Tanner to fess up. 
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“His name is Drew Kincaid, Mother. Happy?” she asked, for she 
knew her mother was. 

“Well, I better let you go, this must be costing you a fortune.” 

“Not really, but I've got some work to do. Give Midge a kiss and 
I'll see you soon.” Tanner hung up and rubbed her throbbing temples, 
feeling only slightly better. A hot bath would do much for her mood, 
but afterwards she knew she had to head back to the office and check on 
the other throbbing head, Liam and his computer. 

Sophie Shea rocked gently in her chair, staring at her favorite portrait 
of Tanner. It was a watercolor taken from a picture of Tannie when she 
was around eight. Her face framed by soft, red curls, grays eyes sparkling 
as dimples punctuated a smile with two protruding front teeth. The 
portrait was signed by the student Sophie commissioned to do the work, 
D.K., Drew Kincaid. A soft smile touched the thin line of Sophie's 
mouth. At that moment, she knew Tanner had met her match. 

She called Midge to her and placed a kiss on top of the dog's head 
and cooed, “Mommy will be home soon.” 

Midge wagged her tail and doled out night-night kisses on Sophie's 
face. Sophie laughed and cooed, “Oh, you precious doggie.” 


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 


What seemed hours later, Liam was still engrossed with operating 
manuals, and trying to determine exactly where each of the several cables 
belonged, when Tanner leaned around the corner of his office. 

“Come on, I'll buy you dinner,” she offered, with a helpful smile. 
“You have been at this too long, It is not as complicated as it looks. Ifyou 
had let the Technical Department install yours when they were doing 
the complete floor, you would not be in such a snit.” 

“True. True,’ Liam agreed as he looked up from his reading. “But 
where would have put my coffee, my files, and the rest of the junk that 
keeps accumulating in my office? And where am I to put my files and 
coffee now? Not my desk. There is no room, and what is this scanner 
thing, anyway? Am I to believe that my life is to be less complicated with 
these machines? If what I read is true, it will take me years to input and 
scan the documents into my machine. I thought I would simply plug the 
machine into the network. What gives?” 

“Don't fret your graying head about it. The techies owe me. I'll have 
someone come by in the morning and properly set it up. Everything 
you are working on will be in the computer by the time you buy me 
lunch. As for the scanner, it is for you to add information quickly, before 
it goes to central filing, The printer is just an added bonus. I don't 
even have a printer. It will keep you from walking to the copy room 
to retrieve any letters you write. It will also print any document, scan 


or fix anything you already have in the system. You won't even have to 
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leave your precious coffee pot. But you won't be able to yell at the clerks 
anymore. Everything will be at your fingertips.” 

“Won't be able to yell...I’m not sure this damned thing is worth it.” 

“Get your coat. My treat. It’s time you eat a proper meal.’ 

“You're buying? It better not be one of those health food joints. I 
don’t think I can stomach tofu, bean curds and alpha sprouts again,” 
Liam stated with conviction, as he rose and crossed to his coat rack. 
“How about a nice juicy T-bone, about two inches thick, dripping blood 
with all the trimmings.” 

“Yuck,” Tanner replied, but smiled as Liam adjusted his tie. 

The two left the sterile confines of their work stations and if anyone 
was listening, the discussion as to what and where to eat was still in play 
as the elevator doors clanged shut. 

“By the way,” Liam said, “you smell better.” 

Tanner pushed the floor button with more vigor than needed, and 


they headed downstairs and to dinner with a jolt. 


Dinner had set in Tanner's stomach and refused to budge since returning 
to the office. She had relented and treated Liam to his juicy, artery- 
clogging steak and was chided into joining his ritual. She couldn't 
remember the last time she had eaten a steak. But she had to admit: It 
was good. Now if she could only find her Rolaids. She couldn't. 

She leaned forward and rubbed her neck, then looked into the bottom 
of her coftee cup. She saw white. Liam had left long ago but was kind 
enough to brew her a special blend in his state-of-the-art coffee maker. She 
made her way to his filing cabinet and poured herself a cup of French roast. 
She smiled to herself as she looked over the complicated contraption that 
made the delicious cup of coffee she held and then to what used to be Liam's 
coffee table, a hodge podge of computer parts had replaced the corrugated 
boxes, which now lined the wall outside his office. Between the two 
machines, the computer was less complicated, but Liam didnt see it that way. 

Sitting back down at her desk she resumed the arduous task of 
completing government paperwork, The theory being, if one copy was 


good, then ten was better. She wondered if the people she copied on all 
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of those forms actually existed, or if it was a cruel hoax to keep her from 
having a life. She concluded it had to be the second option. And she 
would have no life unless she put it in writing and in triplicate. 

Not being able to concentrate, she looked up and stared at the 
watercolor rendering of the Willow Pond Winery. She had purposefully 
hung the painting directly in front of her desk, so that on such occasions, 
she could look at it and reflect upon the peace she often found while 
visiting that place on the farm. 

The picture was done from a photograph her mother had taken from 
her favorite venue on the farm. Her mother was introduced to it be her 
father, and it was on this plateau, overlooking a clear pond surrounded by 
willows, that John Shea asked Sophie Payne to be his “lawfully wedded 
wife’, and she graciously accepted. 

In returning home after John’s death, Sophie looked over the property 
of the farm, analyzing each section and its worth as a whole. Only a few 
acres were revamped, including the plateau that overlooked the pond. Its 
land was fertile, but access with conventional farming equipment poor. Not 
using good land meant waste. Not a word in Sophie's frugal vocabulary. 
Observing the heartiness of several fruit trees in the area, and having 
visited vineyards in upstate New York, Sophie set out and created the 
vineyard. Much to the chagrin and protest of John’s family and advisors. 

Sophie, liberated long before the word was popular, would have 
none of it. She took to the challenge, starting small, and then prudently 
expanding her little winery until it became a prominent fixture in the 
Indiana market. She had several offers to sell the winery, but she preferred 
to hang on, servicing her longtime and loyal customers personally and 
hopefully securing Tanner's future. 

Staring at that painting had caused Tanner to relax beyond the point 
of wanting to resume working on her mound of paperwork. Surrendering 
to complacency she opened her briefcase and tossed in the rest of her 
work then put on her coat. On the way out, she glanced back at the 
rendering then to the signature in the corner, D.K. She had never met 
D.K., but she had thanked him on more than one occasion for capturing 


the warmth and comfort of her home, Willow Pond. 


CHAPTER-EIGHTEEN 


Late night room service came way of the dumbwaiter, for Rachel was 
so in no shape to receive anyone or anything, A pot of coffee later, her 
mind was finally able to function. A plan had started and she realized 
that she desperately needed help. The only problem with her plan, she 
recognized, was that it required her to reach back into her past, a place 
she hoped to never return. Help from her parents was out. Her father 
would only look down his nose at her dalliance, and the fact that she was 
caught up in a murder investigation simply because she couldn't keep her 
legs crossed was tasteless at the very least. 

Her mother would cluck protectively and cry, “Oh, you poor dear,” 
but offer no real assistance. Her ex-husband and ex-boss would be of no 
use. They had both come to realize that she could not be trusted with 
booze or men. Her only hope lay in a former colleague with whom she 
actually shared a little in common, but work; Tanner Shea. Tanner was 
levelheaded and had never let all of the rumors that surrounded Rachel 
affect their working relationship, except that one time. The last time. 
But she knew that Tanner was open and fair-minded and that things in 
the past were left there. 

Although Rachel sat sipping her coffee in the privacy of her hotel 
room, partially clad, her robe draped casually over her shoulders, she felt 
that she couldn't call Tanner until properly dressed. Tanner was always 
dressed to the nines, even at work, and would never be caught dead at any 


hour drinking coffee in her robe, hair undone and no make-up, especially 
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in a hotel room. Rachel gave the thought great consideration, but did not 
give into the impulse to do something to please someone else. Instead, 
she stared at the outfit she had laid out for her upcoming brunch with 
Detective Tucker. She knew by his impeccable appearance that he would 
appreciate the effort in the ensemble. 

When she felt adequate, or more importantly, confident, she searched 
the recesses of her Daytimer for Tanner's home phone number. Drawing 
a deep breath, she placed the call. 

Hearing Tanner's calm voice, released the flood gates. “Tanner?” 
Rachel asked quietly, tears brimming her lids, “It’s Rachel. I need your 
help.” She barely got out her request as she dissolved into pitiful tears. 
After hours of holding in her fear and anguish, she finally let go. Not so 
much out of pity, but frustration of finding herself within a trap laid by 
some unknown. She had thought long and hard for the better part of the 
day and concluded that someone, she had no idea whom had carefully laid 
a trap, and like a dummy, she agreed with herself, walked into it as if it 
had been a sale at Neiman Marcus, eyes open and glistening with desire. 

“Damn it, Rachel, get a grip. We haven't spoken in three years, and 
you call and start bellowing into the phone. Get a hold of yourself,” 
Tanner hissed into the phone. She was sorry the moment she said it. 
Like Guy at their fencing bout earlier, she knew the way to Rachel was 
not berating her, but rather...oh, hell, she was tired and Rachel calling 
couldn't be good news. 

“Tanner, I'm in trouble. In a trap. How or why, I don’t have a clue. 
And don't start with that clueless crap,” she said, immediately adding, 
“I'm serious and I need help.” Rachel choked as she coughed back her 
sobs and stifled her tears. “I don't have anyone I can turn to, let alone 
trust. I know we were never close, but if you can't help me, I don't know...” 

“Just settle down,” Tanner ordered in a patient, almost maternal 
tone. “Tell me slowly and succinctly what happened. Do not leave out 
or gloss over anything, And, Rachel,” she warned like a mother, “tell me 
the truth.” 

Rachel laid it out, piece by incriminating piece. Rachel had always 


had a compartmental mind, the ability to separate facts and emotions. 


88 | Lori Evans 


Although it had never done her any good in her personal life, it was the 
one saving grace that kept her with the feds, She had the ability to recall 
details from a crime scene after only a short visit that ten people studying 
photographs: could not discern. 

At first Tanner listened to the fringes of Rachel’s confession, but 
sat straight up in her chair and started scribbling copious notes at the 
mention of the missing stamps. Rachel continued with her recitation, 
leaving nothing to speculation. Her description of the events after her 
room service dinner with the stamp dealer was almost more than Tanner 
could bare, but she did not interrupt. Rachel continued for almost thirty 
minutes, following Tanner's instruction to tell the truth. 

“Rachel, I’m not sure if I can do anything,” Tanner said at the end of 
Rachel's epistle. “But my partner and I are working on several cases that 
have some of the same footprints. Look, let me talk to him.” 

“Do I know him?” Rachel interrupted. 

“No. And if I have anything to do or say about it, you will not,” 
Tanner tightly replied. Then she thought for a moment. “I'm sorry, 
Rachel, that was uncalled for. He’s a sweet man, not your type. More 
fatherly. Anyway, let me talk to him...” 

“What's his name?” Rachel persisted. 

“His name is Liam, damn it. And he entered the service before you 
were born, so keep your knickers on, Rachel. Let me talk to him, and 
if he thinks there’s a connection, I'll call you back. Give me an hour. 
Okay?” 

“Tanner, you don't know what this means.” 

“I don’t know if I can help you or not. Let me call you. Give me your 
number. And don't go anywhere, period. Ever. Maybe that way you'll 
stay out of trouble,’ Tanner lightened up. “I'll call you,” she promised. 

“Thanks, Tanner. I'll wait by the phone.” Rachel replaced the 
receiver and pleaded to herself. “Hurry, Tanner. If you can't help me, I 
don't know where I'll turn. I’m too young to throw myself on my sword,” 
she murmured in melodramatic fashion. She sat quietly in the straight 
backed chair and took a deep breath and relaxed for the first time since 
stepping off the plane in St. Louis. 


CHAPTER NINETEEN 


After hanging up with Rachel, Tanner looked to her open briefcase and 
the still untouched paperwork. Any well intended action to complete the 
week old mound was abandoned after her conversation with her former 
partner. She slammed the lid shut and rubbed her tired eyes and aching 
temples. 

She hadn't thought of Rachel Bennett for sometime, and her 
distressed call was unnerving to say the least. Their history had always 
been one of extremes. Tight as sisters during their training and upstart 
careers at the agency, and estranged as lovers during Rachel’s combative 
marriage and subsequent decline within the department. 

While Tanner had always been all work and basically little play, 
Rachel's devil-may-care attitude always lifted her spirits. Even though 
she frowned upon Rachel's extracurricular activities, she found Rachel's 
open manner refreshing, although she could always do without the 
details. Though Tanner wasn't always a stuffed shirt, her down to earth 
Hoosier roots, and the fear of her mother’s retinas, instilled within her 
moral code that precluded her from any such affairs that Rachel found 
common place. However Rachel did liven up Tanner's days. 

Her stroll down memory lane was brief as she punched in the number 
of the airlines and concentrated on making arrangements to Indianapolis 
to meet with Rachel. She had always, even during their rift, while Rachel 
was still in the department, given her the benefit of the doubt. And this 


time was no exception. 
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Instead of returning to D.C. the following Monday, she detoured 
her flight to Richmond International, with the single minded purpose of 
meeting with Drew Kincaid and conducting the professional interview 
she failed to'accomplish earlier that morning, 

Liam still wasn’t in when Tanner called. She had perused the data on 
her laptop concerning the cases, and in her message to his voice mailbox, 
she told him of Rachel and her plight, the missing stamps and her planned 
trip to Indy to check it out, as well as a side trip to the farm. 

It took several attempts to leave a full message on the limited voice 
mailbox system, but she didn’t feel comfortable leaving such sensitive 
information on Liam’s archaic answering machine at his home. To cap 
off the messages, she sent them with an urgent page. She was sure he 
would be pleased, that is, if he had his cell phone on. 

With all her arrangements made, and confirmations issued, she 
opened her briefcase and dutifully plunged into the responsibility she 
accepted with her promotion. It was well past midnight when she had 


finished the labyrinth of paperwork and climbed into bed. 


Tanner, my little red-headed Irish rose, Liam thought to himself, are we 
sure we are on the right track? He yawned and drank still another cup 
of his semi famous coffee as he ran through his thoughts relayed to him 
from Tanner through that blasted voice mail system regarding Edward 
Pickett. But, I will look into Mr. Pickett’s background. I wonder if he 
is akin to Slim. No, that was Pickens. I'm tired, I think, my humor is 
not even funny to me. I’m going home, I believe. But first I will stop for 
a bite and a wee bit of the old nasty, and then a good night of rest. That 
will be the ticket. If Tanner is lucky I will keep my voodoo doll locked 
up, and she, too, may get a restful nights sleep. Or, maybe she won't. She 
needs to get out more. I don't mind that she dumped this mess on my 
plate, really. Yeah, when pigs fly. 

Liam groaned as he stood, stretched and swiveled side to side. The 
stiffness was not new, but some of the small aches and pains were. You're 
getting old laddie, he told himself. Too damn old to be at this office 


twenty hours a day as he glanced at his watch. Two in morning, old son 
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and where are you? he spoke out loud, blanching a bit when he almost 
failed to recognize his own voice. He turned to give one more look at 
the disarray that was his office and lumbered out the door. He shouldn't 
have come back to play with that damnable computer. Like a dog with 
a bone, he'll figure it out. By the time he reached the garage, he was 
whistling a toneless tune under his breath as he fumbled for his keys. 
Settling into his pickup, he started the engine, allowing a few minutes 
for it to warm up, not to mention the heater. While he waited he mulled 
over the message left by Tanner. 

“Liam, there is more to Mr. Pickett than meets the eye. I can feel it,” 
she said with more feeling than normal. 

He hadnt bothered to return her call personally, leaving her to rest 
before her weekend trip. Instead he returned the favor and left her a 
voice mail message. “You are probably right, my dear, but don't get so 
worked up. I know your past with Rachel has a tendency to rile you, so 
if Mr. Pickett was involved in anything other than a Saturday afternoon 
bridge game, we will find out, you can rest easy on that. You go and try to 
have yourself some fun in Indy and say hello to your mother. I'll see what 
secrets Mr, Pickett will give up. He may be with the dearly departed, 
but as we both know, today, we leave electronic footprints everywhere 
we go. If Mr. Pickett ever checked out a book from the library, rented 
a video, bought a car, a house, clothes, anything, he has a record. We all 
do. “Tis a sad comment on the world we live in, but true. And necessary 
if we are to do our job,” 

Amazingly, Tanner had left hima reply to his rather windy voice mail 
message. He smiled at her timely reply in the wee hours of the morning 
to his message. “Fun? I'll have you know, Id rather pull inventory duty 
at the winery than meet with Rachel, then I have to go to Richmond and 
see Mr. Personality, I mean, Mr. Kincaid. Fun? I don't think so.” 


“Ah, Tannie,” Liam chuckled to himself as he rolled out of the drab 
government parking garage. “That's how it should be. Now you know 
how your elders feel. Show a little respect, my dear. It will serve you in 


good stead with The Maker some day. Now, off to sweet dreams you go.” 
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While Liam headed to an all night café where he hoped he would 
be able to get a decent breakfast, and possibly a little conversation with 
someone who was not either a criminal or someone looking for one. He 
reminded himself he needed to add to his circle of friends. 

As he drove through the early morning on the nearly empty DC 
street, a nagging thought kept popping into his mind. Maybe Tanner 
was right. Maybe Mr. Pickett was not what he seemed. “Well, it 
certainly is the time for the cat burglar,” he said to himself as he again 
glanced at his watch. “Nearly three, surely no one will be up at this hour 
and he wheeled his ancient pickup through the streets heading towards 
Georgetown and the row house of Edward Pickett. 

Liam learned very little about Mr. Pickett in his initial search. The 
phone book revealed nothing more than an address and phone number. 
He cut the lights of his truck and glided in neutral to the front steps 
of narrow row house belonging to Edward M. Pickett. Sparse street 
lights cast small shadows directly under the lamps, but most of the 
street, sidewalks and stoops were in darkness. “Just my cup of tea, or 
coffee, really,” he thought as he reached for the pick set he borrowed, or 
rather removed from an acquaintance some time back. “I think I will 
just pop in and see if Mr. Picket has left any clues to the reason of his 
early demise.” 

He stood on the steps, cloaked in darkness and waited for the dog 
to quit barking. The dog, he knew was not near, but he was irritating. 
And in today’s climate, he knew someone just might take a long look 
down the street, Shortly the winter's silence returned to match the cold 
of the night and Liam removed several picks from his case and set about 
the task of opening the old glass foyer door. “Could have used a simple 
skeleton key. If I was smart enough to carry one,” he mused, and was 
quickly inside the small foyer, where he found two deadbolt locks of a 
rather sophisticated manufacturer. “Humph, this might take a while,” 
he suspected as he knelt to get a better look at the locks. 

It took some ten minutes but he finally managed to open the oversized 
hand carved antique door and step into a narrow hallway. The floor was 


wood, maple perhaps, but covered almost completely with various throw 
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rugs and the wall were lined with several generations of photographs. 
A typical row house, but this house did not belong to a little old lady. 
He stepped through the doorway to his right and was not amazed at 
the antiques, heavy furniture, drapes or the carpet that covered the 
parlor. Nothing fazed him any longer. But he found it odd. Since the 
drapes were heavier than blackout curtains, Liam switched on the lights 
and found the house seemed to belong to another era. Except for the 
electricity; this house was a time capsule for a Victorian era. 

Edward Pickett’s home was standard of the era, two floors with a 
basement, Queen Anne in architectural speak. The bottom floor held 
the hallway with living room and small sitting room to the right, and the 
dining room and kitchen along with a small bath on the left. The second 
floor also revealed nothing out of the ordinary, a larger bath and three 
bedrooms, with a drop ladder leading to the attic. Liam knew it would 
take days to search the old house, and opted for the attic and basement, 
the two most likely places anyone would attempt to hide anything in an 
old house. The attic gave up nothing, just layer after layer of dust. No 
one had entered the place in years, Liam concluded, and quickly backed 
out before a dust storm was created. He made a quick and cursory look 
in all of the bedrooms on the second floor along with the bath, lifting the 
commode tank lid, and searching the medicine cabinet. Nothing. Just 
absolutely nothing out of the ordinary. Oh, he could tell that Mr. Pickett 
suffered from some sort of allergy, as the medicine cabinet was stocked 
with both prescription and over the counter drugs that Liam recognized 
as allergy fighters. The basement revealed nothing either, just another 
dusty place someone should not visit, especially an allergy sufferer. 

It was getting on towards four in the morning and Liam knew he had to 
exit before the neighborhood became active. He stood next to the small pot 
belly stove that was an insert into an old fireplace, thinking that a man with 
the allergies of Edward Pickett would not hide anything in the basement 
or attic, and that left the rest of the house. He knew he had limited time 
before the Indianapolis police contacted their counterparts in Georgetown 
to do a thorough search, and that may be sooner than expected, so his 


investigation had to be done before the locals got their hands on this place. 
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Liam stood by the fireplace and dreamed of secret passages hidden 
behind the bookcases built into the far wall, but knew that was a dream 
for the cases were in an exterior wall. He walked closer and studied 
the tomes. Mostly old, all leather bound, and typical of the era he had 
entered, nothing published after 1921. Laying on its side was a newer 
binding of leather with no publisher or author data on the spine. Out of 
curiosity, Liam picked it up for further examination. 

“Well, I'll be damned, a diary,” he muttered as he turned the pages, 
“and in plain site, as if Mr. Pickett had no fear of anyone ever venturing 
into his home. So much for electronic footprints. Well, old sod, I haven't 
the time to complete our discourse, but I'm sure you won't mind if I take 
your little musings home to my hearth. “Tis better me than some snoop 
with the locals who just might turn it over to the fourth estate, and you 
wouldn't want all of your dark secrets published for all to know, now 
would you, old boy?” 

Liam placed the leather bound booklet in his coat pocket and 
carefully relocked the entry door, and slipped out the foyer, relocking 
it also, He returned to his truck, snapping off his gloves and sat in the 
darkness once again as the neighbor's dog sat about to inform his master 
that all was not right in the area. “Damn spooky dog. Too intelligent for 
this neighborhood. But as usual no one listens.” Liam drove from the 
areas as soon as the hound lost interest. “Well, he tried,” Liam noted as 


he turned onto the main road and exited the quiet street. 


Tanner had no sooner closed her eyes and ears to the previous day's 
debacles, and she was awakened by the incessant chirping of her alarm 
clock. Stretching a lazy arm out, she shut off the annoying beep, and gave 
great consideration about getting up and out of her warm bed. Like the 
paperwork of earlier, duty won out, and she marched to the bathroom, 


wondering if Liam had any luck with Edward Pickett. 


There was no breakfast at his favorite diner that morning. By the 
time Liam had reached his place, the sun was attempting to break the 
winter gray called dawn. He made a fresh pot of coffee and set it to 
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brewing, popped rye bread in the toaster, took apple butter, his favorite, 
from the fridge and as soon as the toaster surrounded it contents, he 
munched on toast that contained more apple butter than toast. When 
the coffee was ready he poured a partial cup, topping it off with his special 
reserve of Irish whiskey and walked into the living room. He moved two 
weeks of Sunday editions of the Washington Post and sat in his easy 
chair, his feet propped on the ottoman. He sipped his coffee, opened 
the diary and commenced reading. 

Three hours later the only thing he had gleaned was that Edward 
Pickett, for a diary keeper, led a mundane life. Usually, in his experience, 
people who kept diaries either led or dreamed of living exciting lives. 
The writing was crisp, clean and easy to read. Most of it in some sort 
of cryptic self-styled code. The only entries that might have had any 
bearing on the case were the last twenty or so pages. There the code 
seemed to break down into semi-intelligent notes. Dec. 2: Meeting 5 a.m. 
RS...Stamps???, Why me? Dec.5 meet RS. Go??? Not kosher!! Money?? 
Why?? Dec. 9: RS had quad-colored stamps, meet this p.m. Smells?? 
Stamps right. Why?? Money too good on this one. But it still smells. Must 
go in Jan. anywhere??? Dec. 12: Meeting with RS. Money deposited. Go!!! 
Should call authorities??? Something besides stamps?! Will see after show. 
Contact. 

Liam read the entire entry twice, the last entries several times. Most 
of the diary concerned the buying and selling of stamps, conventions, 
shows, contacts and competitors. With only the latter part of the diary 
making any real sense, he understood that Edward Pickett had been 
approached by someone with the initials of RS who paid him to take the 
stamps to Indy and had several other dealings prior to Indianapolis. He 
had no clue as to who RS was or where he might be found, but GRC was 
identified. Not in the later part, but in the early stages of the diary, 1978 
GRC was revealed as Gerald Reese Chandler. Pickett wrote complete 
names, initially, and only started using initials in the 90's. The diary 
spanned some twenty five years, sometimes a month or two occupied 
only one page. But Chandler was a name from the beginning to the 


end. 
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Liam felt he might have a break. And thought he had not been to 
bed, he knew he had to find Chandler, if possible. “Where to look, old 
boy, where to look? Why not the easy way,’ and began to open the phone 
books. It took less time than he expected, and softly cursed himself for 
not going to the obvious first. There was a Gerald R. Chandler listed on 
Grace Street, not too far from Pickett’s place. “Now, that will be another 
long drive,” Liam thought as he remembered his trip from Georgetown 
back to his Arlington apartment. “Better call first.” 

Three hours and six cups of coffee later, Liam entered another old 
Georgetown residence. Answering the door was a tall and bulky man of 
several decades. His face was florid, evidence that he had been drinking 
very early for a Saturday morning or had a very late Friday night. He was 
dressed in layers of sweaters, at least three, the top most, a button job 
with only a few actually fastened and stretched completely out of shape, 
hanging mostly to his knees. He lumbered forward in his worn jeans 
and sneakers, with his hand outstretched. 

“Mr. Chandler? Liam Collins. Thank you for seeing me this 
Saturday morning.” 

“And what can I do for you, Mr. Collins? And what part of the 
Government do you work with, again? You were rather cryptic on the 
phone, something about Edward, wasn't it?” 

“Treasury. Yes, I am interested in anything you can tell me about 
Mr. Pickett in general, and in specific, any contact you may have had with 
him over the last month.” 

“Why? Please come this way. We can talk in the kitchen. Would 
you care for some coffee?” 

“T have never passed an opportunity to savor coffee. Certainly, ifit is 
no bother.” Liam followed the lumbering man through a maze of doors 
and dark antique laden rooms. I hope I don't need a map, he thought as 
they reached the kitchen. 

“Have a seat. Would you care for a dash of something special? 
Collins? Irish accent. I'm afraid I don’t have any Irish whiskey. Will 
brandy do? It is my favorite when my wife is away. And she has been at 


her sister's for a week. I'm fairly lost without her. Too long married, you 
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know. I just shuffle around the house when she is gone and I'm afraid I 
drink too much in her absence. I will have hell to pay when she returns. 
She is a good girl, maybe too puritanical, but I ramble on,” he said and 
turned to pour the coffee. 

Liam took a seat on a leather covered bar stool at a marble topped 
buffet highboy. An odd use of an antique, he thought, but he learned 
sometime ago that people with money didn’t always have taste when it 
came to decorating. But then he laughed to himself about his own messy 
apartment, and thought that the highboy would be a perfect breakfast 
table. The marble really was spectacular. 

“Is Edward in some kind of trouble?” Mr. Chandler asked as he 
set the coffee pot on the pewter base in front of Liam. “I am afraid I 
only have Napoleon. It’s not the best, but the local store was out of my 
favorite.” 

“Any port in a storm, Liam said. “Tt will certainly do, Mr. 
Chandler.” 

“As I said, I've known Edward for years,” Chandler commented, as 
he took his seat on the other side of the highboy. “We were in business 
together, once, a very longtime ago. He was married then. I’m afraid his 
divorce caused my wife more grief than Edward. Our wives were close. 
I’m sorry to say I haven't seen him much over the past few years.” 

“Well, it’s just routine. You know, some sort of clearance,’ Liam 
prompted, steering Mr. Chandler back to the heart of his visit. “We 
do background checks all the time, and he mentioned that he had 
dealings with you sometime last month. A certain stamp or stamps you 
inspected?” 

“Yes...Well...That’s true, but I don’t see how that might have any 
bearing on any clearance. We're both collectors...Stamps, you know?” 

“That's the ticket. Veracity. That’s what we're looking for. 
Confirmation. Anything to corroborate...Can you tell me about the 
stamps?” 

“Why, yes, of course. There's really nothing to tell. Edward called 
me one night, rather late, it was. He said he had come across an issue of 


quad-colored stamps. Rather rare they are, four stamps, different colors, 
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each, in one block. Triangular in shape. Very rare. He seemed to think 
he could lay his hands on them for a small amount. Way under value, it 
was. He wanted me to help authenticate them. It’s really my bailiwick. 
I have specialized in this sort of work for several large collections. You 
would be surprised just how many fakes and frauds are out there. And 
what with the new printers...It is a crime, a real crime.” 

“Yes, back to what Edward called about,” Liam redirected. 

“Well, he indicated that he could get the stamps for a look see and 
wondered if I would meet him at his place for a good look. I suggested 
my office. I have all the needed equipment there, but he was insistent 
about his place.” 

“Did you go?” 

“Yes, why not?” he asked, concern knitting his brows. “Are the 
stamps unsound?” 

“No. No, not that I know of, just more background. What was the 
result of your inspection?” 

“Well, it was quite easy. On the surface they looked legitimate. I do 
know though, because they were in a hermitically sealed pouch, I couldn't 
really examine them properly and Edward was emphatic that the seal 
not be breached...But, anyway, they were too thick. The back of the 
stamps...I don’t know exactly how to explain it...but they were too thick, 
like two stamps glued together. The top, or the surface of the stamps 
were correct, but it was like they had two layers. A stamp on top of a 
stamp. Edward thought so, too. I was just confirming what he felt.” 

“How many stamps were there?” 

“Just four. There was only two hundred and fifty of this issue known 
to have been produced. And it was an excellent find Edward had made. 
And maybe worth more... This double stamp business. Odd though,” he 
rambled, lost in thought. 

“Odd, how so, exactly?” Liam probed. 

“Well, there is no reason you would place another stamp behind 
a legitimate stamp. There is no reason. If you are trying to restore a 
stamp...say the glue is gone or bad, a restorer would not add a second 


stamp behind the first, he would merely add a little glue. It is easy to 
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do and really doesn’t reduce the value all that much, but to add a second 
stamp...Why even a young child could see it right off. It just made no 
sense.” 

“The value? It is compromised because of this?” 

“Concerning this set of stamps, I’m not sure. I’ve never seen such a 
stunt. Edward didn’t seem worried about it. He seemed to think that 
with the price he was asked to pay, he would do quite well. Even said he 
had a buyer already. Had to make contact somewhere out west.” 

“West? Montana? Wyoming?” fished Liam. 

“No, the Midwest someplace. One of those fly over cities. Indiana, I 
think. Could have been Ohio. Wait. I have a list of shows for the year. 
It’s in my study. I'll just be a moment.” 

While Chandler staggered into the back of the house, Liam poured 
another cup of coffee. He left the brandy in the bottle. It was a little 
too early for too much booze, he chided himself. He still had a long day 
ahead. 

“Indianapolis,” Chandler called as he rounded the door a little 
unsteadily. “Indianapolis, of all places...Chicago is the big show in the 
Midwest, but Edward said he had a buyer that was to meet him in 
Indianapolis, just this past week. I’m sure you can ask him when he 
returns.” 

“Right. Well, you have been a big help, Mr. Chandler. I don’t suppose 
that Edward mentioned just to whom he was going to sell this particular 
set?” 

“No. He was rather closed mouth about it, actually. Not surprising, 
though. We are all alike. Collectors, that is. We don’t want to give away 
any secrets about to whom we sell. Our competition might just beat us 
to the draw, you know.” 

“Well, thank you for your time, Mr. Chandler,” Liam said as he 
placed his coffee cup on the highboy and stood. “T'll leave you to your 
Saturday chores.” 

“IT have no chores, Mr. Collins. I’m afraid I will ramble around this 
big house, drink too much brandy in my coffee. It has been interesting. 


I'll see you out.” 
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He led Liam through the maze that was his home. A collectors 
dream, stacks of periodicals here and there, first editions conspicuously 
displayed and real pieces of Chippendale and Queen Anne furniture that 
were positioned to catch even the most amateur of stares. Liam stared 
and appreciated the beauty and craftsmanship in Chandler's collection. 

“Oh, my goodness, I just remembered,” Mr. Chandler remarked just 
as they reached the foyer. “It was really a rather silly comment Edward 
made, but he said that he didn’t think the double backing would be a 
problem. He said something to the effect of “You know the Chinese, they 
have those bad eyes, they can't see a damn thing.’ I asked him what he 
meant by that, and he would only smile. Evidently the person or persons 
involved may have been oriental. At least that is what I gathered. I know 
it makes no sense. And it was a rather asinine comment, but Edward 
would do that sometimes...Just make comments out of the blue that on 
occasion did him no good.” 

“Oriental? Edward was meeting...was planning to sell his stamps 
to the Chinese?” 

“Not the Chinese. Not the country. I’m sure he just made the 
comment that his potential buyers were Asian, I think. I’m not sure 
anymore. Anyway, that’s all I can think of at the moment. Are you sure 
this is just a background check? It seems we have gone far a field, Mr. 
Collins,” Gerald Reese Chandler asked, quite a bit more sober than a 
brief second ago. 

“Yes, that’s all it is. Thank you for your time,” Liam quickly reassured 
and walked down the steps to his truck. 

Chandler was still at the door as Liam drove away and stared at his 
classic pickup for sometime before finally closing the door and returning 
to his office. 


CHAPTER TWENTY 


The winds were brisk from the southwest, and the approach into 
Indianapolis International Airport afforded Tanner with a view of 
downtown Indianapolis and a glimpse of the Circle in full Christmas 
regalia. She knew in less than two weeks she would be making this trip 
again for a holiday visit home to Willow Pond. An inner smile found 
its way to her soft mouth and deep dimples creased at the thought of 
home. 

The Chesterfield was busy with patrons coming and going to a 
stamp show that was being held in the Vermilion Ballroom, just off 
the rear lobby. Tanner watched as people patiently waited to collect 
their credentials and enter the show. Security personnel dressed in 
navy blue blazers and gray slacks appeared to talk into their hands as 
they communicated with others roaming the floor, and when receiving 
messages they pressed a hand to their ear above the fray. 

At the top of the staircase, a striking figure caught Tanner's attention, 
and she watched with quiet appreciation as Rachel made her descent to 
the lobby, her overcoat tightly cinched so as to accentuate her feminine 
curves. She wondered how many times Rachel had practiced that 
particular entrance. However many, practice had made perfect, for 
Rachel was flawless in her entry and the impact she imagined always 


happened — heads turned. 
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“Tanner, thanks for coming,” Rachel said. The emotion catching in 
her voice as she hugged her ex-partner. “Let's take a stroll outside,” she 
whispered into Tanner's ear. “Little pitchers have big ears.” 

Tanner wrinkled her nose at the saying. Rachel had used that saying 
since they had first met years ago. “What does that mean?” she inquired. 
“Is it something from the OSS?” 

“Hell, I don't know. My father always used it when we were little,” 
Rachel explained as she slipped through the brass doors and out into the 
crisp air. She started walking in no particular direction. 

Before she exited, Tanner's eyes caught Big Ears as he watched from 
the mezzanine. Robert Patterson jotted down a notation in his ever 
present notebook. 

Tanner caught up, and once Rachel was clear of the hotel she slowed 
her pace. She studied the sharp profile of her former partner. Tiny 
crow’s feet feathered out from lightly massacred lashes. Sensing Tanner's 
stare, Rachel looked at her, revealing a vulnerability she had hidden in 
the presence of Marcus and Robert. 

“T didn’t kill that man,” Rachel flatly denied before it was even an 
issue. 

“T didn’t say you did.” 

“No, but that look in your eyes is saying something else.” Rachel 
waited a moment, and then added, “I know you. We're like sisters,” she 
said, even though they were only close for a short period of time. She 
still felt akin to Tanner. 

“Yes. And my opinion of you in the past is just that. Let's keep it 
behind us and look at what’s ahead of us.” Tanner took the conversation 
to the professional level. “What does Mr. Tucker have in terms of 
evidence that can tie you directly to the murder?” 

“I'm a walking, talking forensic billboard. What don't they have?” 

A narrowing of Tanner's eyes told Rachel to get on with it. 

“Fingerprints, hair, fibers, everything the most incompetent of perps 
would leave behind.” 


“What did you disclose to the police?” 
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“As little as possible and everything, He knows I was with Edward 
that night. Especially after he told me Robert had seen Edward and I 
having lunch together. As vague and helpful as the Captain would like 
to appear, but he’s not, and he’s asked that I stay close by.” 

“What about Robert? What do you know about him? What does 
he have to gain by putting you and Edward together the night of the 
murder?” 

“T don't know much about him. I didn’t hire him. The Colonel has 
been very closed mouth about him. He's relatively new. A wet-behind- 
the-ears trainee that I’m responsible for.” 

“How wet?” 

“Four months or so, The Colonel let him get his hands dirty doing 
car shows, concerts. It's where we all start. We don’t just take over 
accounts and clients like Marcus and The Chesterfield without learning 
how security works from the bottom up.” Rachel's voice trailed off as she 
looked skyward, suddenly realizing the gravity of the situation. All she 
had worked hard for and established was on the brink of being flushed 
straight to hell. Her blue eyes turned to Tanner, pleading for her to find 
the reasoning. Tanner was so good at being reasonable. 

“Tell me about the cataloging of Edward's personal effects. You said 
something was missing.” 

“Yeah,” Rachel acknowledged, her distraction apparent. 

Seeing it and feeling it, Tanner put a reassuring hand on her friend's 
shoulder. “Concentrate,” she encouraged. 

“In his briefcase there were some stamps that were what I considered 
a risk. Edward had confirmed they were unusual, but he didn’t seem 
concerned about their security. These items, along with his clothing of 
that night, are missing. With the exception of his boxers. They were still 
on the floor. Either his clothes were missing or they were overlooked in 
the inventory of his personal effects.” 

Tanner positioned herself in front of Rachel and stared over her 
shoulder. Her gray eyes squinted in the cold breeze, and then met 
Rachel's. “We have company.” 


104 | Lori Evans 


Rachel remained still as Tanner described the man that had been 
following them since they left The Chesterfield. Rachel shrugged. 

“So, what was so unusual about the stamps?” Tanner asked, as she 
led Rachel around the colorfully decorated Circle and the surrounding 
buildings. 

“They were triangular in shape. Four of them. They were attached 
and enclosed in plastic.” 

“Anything else?” 

“Bumps.” 

Tanner's level gaze encouraged more. 

“When I ran my fingers across the stamps, I felt two bumps. I 
thought it curious. But since Edward wasn't interested in discussing the 
stamps, I let it go.” 

“W hat was he interested in?” 

“The same thing every man is interested in, and quite frankly, so was 
I. We had a nice time, Tanner. I liked him,” she defended. 

“I'm not here to judge. But your nice time has put you in a precarious 
position. And it’s definitely not like anything you experienced the other 
night.” 

They were silent for a while, each considering their options. It was 
Tanner who finally spoke as they arrived back at the hotel. 

“You're going to have to consider whether you want to come clean 
with the Captain about everything, Quite frankly, I'm surprised he let 
you walk so easily.” 

Rachel shrugged her shoulders as Tanner thought a moment. 

“Unofhcially, I can help,” she offered Rachel. “We'll check into 
Edward Pickett and Robert's backgrounds and see if anything pops up. 
If the stolen stamps become an issue, then we're officially involved. In 
the meantime, I want you to keep an extreme, uninvolved distance. You 
don't need to add another fingerprint to the file. Understand?” 

Rachel always knew when Tanner meant business. She nodded her 
compliance, keeping to herself the upcoming brunch with Tucker, Jr. 


“Thanks, Tanner,” she whispered. 
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Tanner watched as Rachel entered the lobby of the hotel. Ona dime, 
she turned and headed for the parking garage and her rental car. On the 
way, she gently bumped shoulders with the man that had been trailing 
them. She flashed a dimpled smile of apology his way. He nearly tripped 
over the curb in responding in kind. 

By the end of the weekend, Tanner would know his full name and 


whole life history. Liam would make sure of it. 


Rachel stood before the dressing mirror in her hotel room and smoothed 
away every real and imagined wrinkle in her magenta suit. Sure 
everything was perfect, she slipped into her matching suede pumps and 
headed downstairs for brunch with Detective Tucker. 

In the elevator, she fidgeted and rechecked her appearance in the 
polished brass doors. Perfect, she purred to herself. She had picked the 
suit mostly for its color and the way it bolstered her fair complexion, but 
the fact it fit to a tee her sculpted figure was a definite plus. Anyone who 
knew Rachel, or didn’t, was well aware of her fashion sense and how she 
used it to her every advantage. Like the interview with Captain Tucker, 
today with Jr., was no exception. 

She exited the elevator with renewed confidence and strode toward 
the café and her date with “Destiny” Tucker. She didn’t have to wait. He 
greeted her at the entry and they exchanged prize winning smiles. Rachel 
didn't hide the fact that she was pleased with JR’s appearance. Like Sr., 
his clothes sense was impeccable. But, unlike his father, he was tall, 
board shouldered and comfortable in the skin nature had provided. 

Taking her elbow, and with old fashioned guidance, Tucker found a 
table that was far from the commotion of the buffet, yet provided a view 
to notice and be noticed. This suited Rachel perfectly as she ordered 
black coffee and turned her attention to her companion. Before he 
uttered a word, her blue eyes narrowed in warning that she was aware 
of why he was there. 

He got the message. 
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“Tn all honesty, the Captain has asked me to inquire more about, not 
only the evening of Mr. Pickett’s death, but you. Your background. Your 
family. Your past...” he hesitated. 

“Liaisons?” she delicately finished his thought. 

“Yes,” he answered with apologetic eyes. 

“And I thought you were joining me because of my witty, charming 
personality.” 

“Tam,” he stammered the truth, his eyes downcast with shame. 

Good, Rachel thought, and played it for all it was worth, not giving 
him any ground. 

“The Captain is not going to be happy with me,” he confessed, giving 
her his eyes again. “Truth being, Miss Bennett, the Captain doesn't 
believe you were responsible for the death of Mr. Pickett, but he does 
suspect you know more than youre giving up, and so do I.” 

Well, she thought to herself, at least he figured out how to speak in 
complete sentences. 

“I'm sorry you and your father feel that way, Detective Tucker.” 

“JR, please.” 

She ignored his plea. “Detective Tucker, I am afraid I can't shed 
anymore light on the death of Mr. Pickett than I already have. And in 
that, I have shared more than any attorney would have advised.” 

She smoothed the tablecloth to calm her nerves. Surprisingly, her 
hand didn't betray her shattered confidence. 

“Please understand, we have a job to do, and it’s nothing personal.” 

“That's a shame. I was hoping it was,’ she admitted as she stood 
and carefully made her way out of the café, leaving a stunned, but more 


determined Detective Tucker in her soft wake. 


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 


The icy wind from the Potomac cut through his Burberry overcoat as if 
he were naked. Though his collar was tight to his neck, his scarf double 
wrapped, the wind and blowing snow still left him almost breathless. 
Ten more minutes, he thought, ten more minutes until his meeting with 
Vassily. He had no idea as to the why of the meeting, but he recognized 
the urgency in Vassily’s voice when his phone rang that morning. The 
wrong number was a decoy. It wasn't wrong at all. The number dialed 
meant the day and time of their meeting. There was no question Vassily 
was upset. On this cold December morning, he too was in a foul mood. 
Screw Vassily, he thought. He doesn't run me or my life. I don’t give 
good tinker’s damn. Although deep down he did, and he knew he would 
continue with the meeting. 

He turned the corner between two buildings, walking down a 
deserted alley. Everything was deserted, he thought, no one but idiots 
out ona morning like this. He walked another five minutes into the maze 
of buildings and alleyways, before he came across the black Cadillac limo. 
The rear door opened as he neared, and he quickly slid into the plush 
seating, He sat shivering a few seconds waiting for the heat to sink in, 
He brushed the snow from his overcoat and watched Vassily smile at 
his discomfort. 

“Cold, my friend? It is much colder in Valdisdovstock. Which 
is where I will be if you do not rectify your little problem,” Vassily 


warned. 
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“What problem?” the shivering man asked. “I know of no problem 
that we might share, except it’s down right cold. I don't like these 
meetings, for I don’t like the weather this cold and damp.” 

“Well, my friend, it seems there is one holy mess in Indianapolis. The 
stamps are missing and the courier is dead. My friends, your clients, did 
not meet with the courier. He was killed the night before the opening 
of the show. It’s a shame, don’t you agree? So much work and now for 
nothing.” 

Riley Harrington, III slumped back into the seat and stared out of 
the passenger window. Two years down the drain, he thought. His high 
forehead was wrinkled in thought. He brushed his thinning hair out 
of his eyes, and continued to stare at the loading dock of the building 
where Vassily’s limo had parked. The snow covered the dock, along with 
most of the crates and refuse that had littered the alley. Even with the 
wind whipping through the narrow lane, the snow lay in high drifts, 
not moving, frozen in place, as were his thoughts. Two years down the 
drain. 

The low timber of Vassily’s voice cracked his polarized thoughts. 
“My friends expended a great deal of time, energy and money on this 
endeavor. They are not happy. They are on the hook in excess of thirty 
million U.S. dollars, some of which resides in your account in the Grand 
Caymans.’ Vassily’s generous mouth broke into a wide smile at Riley's 
subsequent surprised expression. “Don't look so surprised old man. 
They know everything about you. They wouldn't invest their money and 
time without a little investigation of their own. They are friends of mine 
now, yes, but they would not take my word alone. These small yellow 
men are cautious creatures.” 

Vassily adjusted the ermine collar of his overcoat, reached across to 
the wet bar located in the center console and casually poured himself a 
Courvoisier, “You know they will expect a recovery. How it is affected 
will be up to you. We have little to go on, but I suggest you quit feeling 
sorry for yourself and make a quick trip to Indianapolis. Besides, you 
have nothing to worry about. If you fail, they will only kill you. If you 


fail, I will be sent home, I’m sure to a much different environment. They 


STAMPED OuT | 109 


are not a people to leave any unresolved issues on the table. And even 
before the fall of Mother Russia, I held no great longing for a permanent 
residence. The Premier and I never saw eye to eye. Iam afraid ] am from 
the old school, and since the breakup, there is really nothing to offer 
you Americans. We are selling archives just as quickly as we are selling 
our planes and missiles. I fear I would be of little use to your people. 
Therefore, my friend, you will recover the stamps, and you will see to it 
that they are delivered to our small yellow friends. Now, do you wish 
to ride with me? No, you need to gather your thoughts; maybe a good 
walk in this cold will help. Be in Indianapolis tonight. You have a great 
deal of work ahead of you.” 

Riley slumped further back into the seat, his hands rubbing his 
thighs out of habit, more so than to relieve the cold. He turned to the 
Russian and smiled, “Well,” he said, “no one ever said life was fair. I spent 
two years gathering the information and eliminating loose ends. This 
was to be my last hoorah, I was going out in style. I guess that will just 
have to wait. I'll be in Indianapolis and start back tracking the courier. 
You can drop me off at the Mayflower. I'll get home from there.” 

The Russian spoke quickly and with a staccato beat into the intercom, 
his Estonian accent replaced by the harsh sounds of his Georgian roots. 
The chauffeur drove quickly and with economy, and shortly stopped in 
front of the Renaissance Mayflower Hotel. 

“Tl be in touch,” said the tall thin man with the patrician nose as he 
stepped from the limo. 

“See that you do. I have no interest in returning to that other place 
in Mother Russia,” Vassily said with an unusual frostiness as the limo 


sped from the curb. 


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 


Tanner drove through the covered bridge that spanned Rae's Creek, 
a winding path of water that separated the farm into two different 
identities. For the moment she was spared the chill from the suddenly 
shifting winds. When she emerged from the car she glanced skyward, 
The clouds were rolling in, threatening to unleash an unpredictable 
mixture that Hoosiers had come to expect during the winter season. 
Pulling the collar up on her coat, she made her way up the brick path to 
the winery, stopping for a moment to enjoy the welcoming roar of the 
water as it spilled over the dam. 

The exposed bedrock of Rae’s creek provided a solid footing for the 
mill’s sturdy limestone base and supported without pause the three story 
structure that was clad and held together with hard Hoosier poplar 
siding. The attached waterwheel paddled endlessly through the creek, 
folding the water back into itself. The mill was a working, producing 
facility using the latest in roller grinding technology in refining white 
flour and providing it with a longer shelf life. Like many things in the 
country at that time, it came to a grinding halt during the height of the 
Great Depression. It was never again used in its original capacity, and 
for decades was used as storage until Sophie rolled up her sleeves and 
started the winery. 

She renovated everything from the foundation to the roof. Reinforcing 


with ten in timber, tuck pointing where necessary, putting in new floors, 
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using original materials where possible and adding on to accommodate 
the process of winemaking. 

In the weeks before Christmas, there should have been a revolving 
door on the show room. For several years the winery extended its holiday 
hours to serve the growing number of patrons. The interior was thick 
with people busying about, looking for that perfect or quaint gift for 
a family member or friend. Many stood at the tasting bar, sampling 
some of the most unique blends of nature, and some emerged from a 
connecting door, having toured the winery and learned in a short time 
how to make wine and the history of the mill. 

Tanner boarded the three story hand-powered man lift and made her 
way up to the second story loft where the offices were located. There, 
sitting at her always neat space, Sophie Shea was busy surfing the net, 
searching for God knows what. Tanner shook out of her overcoat and 
sat quietly in the chair in front of her mother’s desk. 

“T see you in the monitor,” her mother informed. “You didn’t call. 
I sure hope this doesn’t mean this is your Christmas visit.” Sophie 
swiveled around and looked at her only child. 

“No, an unexpected business trip,” Tanner glazed over the actual 
truth. 

Sophie got up and hugged Tanner home, and in her motherly 
appraisal of her daughter, Sophie commented, “You need to eat more, 
Tannie.” 

“T do not,” she defended. 

“Then stop working out every waking hour of the day. You're too 
thin.” Sophie sat back down. “How long are you here?” 

“Not long. I leave Monday morning. I thought you said that you 
were having a mild winter,” Tanner said, changing the subject as quickly 
as the Indiana weather. 

“You know Indiana, wait five minutes and the weather will change.” 
Never one for small talk, Sophie cut to the chase. “What sort of business 
brings you home?” 

“Rachel Bennett,’ Tanner answered, repaying her mother’s 


compliment. 


I12 | Lori Evans 


Sophie's proud carriage stiffened at the mention of Rachel’s name. 
She knew the history of the two women, and like any mother, she was 
protective of Tanner. “Now what has she done?” 

“That's not fair,” Tanner rebutted. 

“Don't get fresh,” her mother warned. 

Tanner ignored her mother's tone. A tone she knew all too well, and 
inherited. “She's in a little bind.” 

“So, why are you here?” 

“She called.” 

“I gathered that. It must be important for you to come all this 
way. 

“Just something where there's a possible overlap into what we've been 
working on,” she explained in a distracted voice. “What's new with the 
winery?” 

“You want a tour?” 

“Always.” 

“Let's find Richard.” 

Richard Marshall stood with his familiar wing footed, under slung 
posture, watching the fully automated bottling line efficiently fill and 
level the wine to the correct amount in each bottle. Since installing the 
GAI Monoblock, the winery bottled up to three to four times the amount 
of wine in a single day. Approximately one thousand two hundred cases 
a day. 

In the two minute process, the bottle went from the beginning to the 
end, in which it was rinsed, had any displaced with nitrogen, filled and 
adjusted, corked and capsuled and finally labeled. Every time Tanner 
witnessed the process, she remembered, with little fondness, the days 
when bottling was done by hand. Those hours took their toll on the 
sturdiest of backs and legs. 

Richard’s keen eye picked up a bottle that needed more fill, even after 
the adjustment; he plucked it from its place and put it further back to 
recycle through the line. An irritated hand smoothed back what little 
hair he had, “Nuts. Damn new bottles,” he grumbled. 


“Now, now,” Tanner teased as she approached her surrogate father. 
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“Honey child,” he drawled out as he put his arms out for his customary 
hug. 

Tanner obliged, and then he held her at arms length. “You're home 
early.” 

“Just for a day.” 

“Oh, gloom. I thought we had gotten lucky and would get the use 
of free hands.” 

“Not this time,” she said as she read the label on the side of the bottle. 
“Ts this ours?” 

“No,” chirped Sophie. 

“All the correct information on the label?” Tanner asked. 

“Always,” her mother replied. 

“Well, if you have any trouble with the ATF, let me know,” Tanner 
offered. 

“That wont be necessary,’ Richard said, “we just gave them the last 
installment on the bribery note.” He winked, his chin naturally jutting 
from his slight underbite. He wasn’t a handsome man, but his heart and 
soul were all in the right places. 

“Richard, Tannie wants to know what's new,’ Sophie informed. 

“Outside of the bottles, not much. We're getting ready to barrel age 
our Blaufrankish,” he said. “You remember how?” he asked Tanner. 

“Since I’m in jeans that means I’m drafted, doesn’t it?” Tanner 
confirmed. 

“Yes,” her mother answered. “I’m expecting Lori and Sharon with 
more gift baskets. I'll see you later.” 

“You still out sourcing that?” Tanner asked. But she was glad. It 
was one less thing her mother needed to worry with. Lori and Sharon 
from Just Posh used not only items from the winery, but other Indiana 
sources as well to create delightful favors for every occasion, especially for 
the holidays, and with their stained glass studio, glass wine holders were 
always in demand. Much like the artist, D.K., whose artistry graced all 
the labels, Sophie stumbled upon Lori and her wares at a trade show and 
had used her ever since. Once Sophie found a reliable source, she stuck 


with them through thick and thin. 
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“Yes, no other company does it better than Just Posh,” Sophie stated 
without pause. She gave a quick wave and headed towards the tasting 
room. 

“Gotta love that name, Just Posh,” Richard said, emphasizing the 
word Posh, 

Tanner grinned and surrendered herself to Richard. “I am all 
yours.” 

He put a dramatic hand to his chest. “Be still my heart.” 

He walked over to the young man at the beginning of the bottling 
line and gave him additional instructions, then he waved Tanner on to 
the adjoining room, a corrugated building that was covered with three 
feet of dirt, and where the barrel fermentation took place. As was his 
habit, he tugged on his buttonless and frayed blue cardigan sweater as 
he waited for Tanner. She made a note to get him a new sweater for 


Christmas. 


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE 


Riley extricated himself from the sardine environment of the Boeing 
737 and in an unnatural gait hurried up the passenger ramp and into the 
terminal. Although he normally traveled first class, he decided on coach 
for this trip. He wanted no attention whatsoever. But his decision had 
exacted a toll. As he burst through the crowd of grandparents, husbands, 
lovers and other waiting for loved ones, he found himself standing in the 
middle of the concourse breathing very deeply. Riley stood for several 
minutes as he watched the crush of humanity scurry on their respective 
ways. Finally he felt his old confidence returning and his breathing 
slowed to a manageable pace and he started walking towards the exit 
signs seeking both the car rental agencies and one of the several bank of 
phones that are always found in every airport, regardless the size. 

Indianapolis, what a provincial burg, he concluded, as he steadily 
walked along with the tide. More like India-No-Place, as it was so often 
referred to by the locals. God, what a place. He swam against the exiting 
hoard and found a bank of phones and dialed a cell phone number, 
leaving a cryptic wrong number message for the less than intelligent 
owner. As he turned from the phones he concluded that he would have 
to call Robert again, as he was convinced that cretin was deliberately 
ignoring him, for he knew Robert's talent with anything electronic. Pity 
his skills were only limited to innate objects. 

That's what had kept Robert alive. His instincts for self-preservation 


were uncanny and Riley knew it was time to burn all bridges, and Robert 


15 
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was one trestle that had yet to come down. However, the missing stamps 
were a problem and until that mystery was solved Robert would remain 


alive. 


Rachel stood in a small alcove surrounded by pink, white and red 
poinsettias that lined the hallway. She laughed softly as she realized 
that for the most part she was perfectly concealed from the exhibition 
floor. The ballroom featured two small curved alcoves evenly spaced on 
the interior wall; filled with various foliage to compliment an abundance 
of blooming flowers that could only have survived that time of the year 
in controlled climates. 

It is not an accident, Rachel's position within the alcove. She had 
taken the spot after a meandering stroll through the exhibit area, failing 
to find her so called junior partner, who had been put in charge of her 
conduct by her publicity shunning boss. She was determined to find 
him; not the other way around. 

For some time she had the feeling that she was being followed...spied 
upon. She did not know by whom or why, it was just a nagging suspicion. 
It could have been the local police, but she felt their presence would have 
been more pronounced. No, it was something else. Something she just 
couldnt put her finger on, and Robert seemed to be at the center. Rachel 
had mentioned Robert's odd behavior to Tanner; his ability to disappear 
and reappear as if by magic. It was disconcerting, at best, and down right 
sinister for the most part. She often amused herself with the thought 
that Robert should be wearing a bell around his neck. Hopefully Tanner 
would delve into his past and discover just what made this odd man 
tick. Rachel was more than aware that security checks, even done by a 
company as thorough as hers, could sometimes miss the most glaring of 
personality traits, and those could come back to haunt everyone involved. 
Rachel was almost sure that Robert was neither who or what he alleged. 
She had only worked with him, and while nothing sinister as the murder 
had occurred, there were several small, almost insignificant occurrences 
that bothered her. And she believed that she had caught him outside 


her apartment in Chicago. 
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Rachel's apartment occupied the second floor of a four story walkup 
on the near west side, just off Diversy. It was a converted warehouse. 
Early in the evening, the street lights had just started to appear, and 
that was really what caught her eye. She was walking past her living 
room window, and was startled by the immediate light in the street 
as the automatic lights blinked, struggling to complete the electrical 
circuit, that she saw a man standing beside a dark car. He just stood 
there, leaning against the fender and he appeared to be staring at her 
window. For a second their eyes locked and Rachel was sure it was 
Robert, and wondering what in the world he was doing hanging around 
her apartment. She had descended the stairs and stood in the foyer of 
her building where she was positive of her identification, and getting 
madder by the minute. She barged out of her apartment building and 
headed straight for his car. She didn’t want anyone spying and was going 
to find out just what in the hell Robert was doing. The slamming of the 
door caught Robert's attention and he jumped into his car and quickly 
fled before Rachel could cross the street and confront him. 

She was still steaming mad the following morning and when she 
caught him alone in the coffee room, she bombarded him with the 
obvious questions. He denied everything in a flat, even toned voice, 
almost condescending in manner. That infuriated Rachel even more, 
and to top it off, he turned an about face and walked away, leaving her 
muttering to herself. She almost choked on her anger. 

Then there had been that first incident, the one in Springfield. It had 
been just a two day excursion; oversee the installation of a new security 
lock and key system and the computer that drove the total unit. The 
Augusta, a turn of the century hotel was undergoing a thirty-five million 
dollar restoration. The staff was limited and the guest rooms were few 
as the hotel remained open but for long term guests only. Rachel was 
ensconced on the first floor, just behind the offices. The guest room had 
been completed, but the furniture had not been completely exchanged. 
The bed was old and had more lumps than Rachel was accustomed to 
and her sleep was fitful at best. She awoke several times to beat the 


pillow into submission before returning to a restless sleep. Once during 
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a battle with the too-soft pillow she was sure someone was in her room. 
She didn’t know how she knew. She didn’t hear anything, and had been 
lying on her stomach, but she was afraid to turn over. She stopped 
breathing and strained her hearing but she could discern nothing. Still, 
the feeling was there, and she didn’t turn over. Finally she had to breathe 
and as she expelled the air from her lungs in a rush, she knew there was 
someone there. She felt a slight breeze on her bare shoulders. She almost 
shivered. Someone was so close that she could feel the disturbed air of 
their movement. There was also a smell. She couldn't place the smell, 
maybe an old after shave lotion, she was unsure, but it was there just the 
same. The room was totally refurbished, new paint, carpet and fixtures, 
new smells, all, but this was an old smell, musty, almost damp, even. 

Finally her fears were diminished by anger. She got mad. She would 
be damned if she would die in her bed, whimpering like some silly school 
girl. She knew she could never reach her purse and her mace, but she 
would be damned if she would just submit meekly to whomever was in 
her room, Without moving she started drawing her muscles tighter until 
internally she was coiled like a spring and with a deep breath that she 
exhaled in a scream and flew off the bed in a rage, cursing who or what 
was in her room. 

Silence followed. Nothing but silence and the echoes of her scream. 
She dropped into a crouch and grabbed the lamp from the bedside table 
and in an almost feral snarl called in a hoarse whisper for whatever was 
taunting her to come and get her. It never did. Silence. It took her 
almost ten minutes, according to the bedside clock, before she could 
stand and convince herself that no one was in the room. 

She slowly eased her back up the corner of the wall and stood shaking 
like a leaf. She finally turned on the lamp she had been holding and 
the light startled her all over again. After a while, she realized that it 
must have been nothing but a dream and felt more silly than afraid. She 
walked to the door and turned on all the lights, opened the bathroom 
door and allowed the light to add to the illumination. She walked back 
to the bed and sat down. Realizing that she was naked, she quickly 
pulled the tangled top sheet around her shoulders and cried. She had 
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not thought as to why she was crying, she just was. She had no idea how 
long she cried or how long she sat huddled under the sheet, she did not 
have any conception how long the entire circumstance lasted, but finally 
she fell back exhausted onto the much abused pillow. 

She awoke refreshed and totally convinced that the night's confusion 
was nothing but a dream. Until...until she completed her shower and 
went to her suitcase to retrieve her makeup kit and found that it was not 
on top where she always packed it. No, her underwear was on top, each 
change neatly spread across the well of her case. Fear struck her spine 
and she almost fainted. She never packed her case in such a manner. 
Her underwear was always folded and tucked into the expansion bays, 
her makeup kit and dryer was always flat on the bottom covered by any 
dresses, skirts and or blouses. But there they were; bras and panties 
unfurled as if on display. 

It had not been a dream. Someone had been in her room. She 
dressed quickly, shaking slightly and opened the entrance door and 
examined it as closely as possible. They were almost impossible to open 
without the computer card, but someone had done it. Not that it wasn’t 
impossible to gain entry without a key. She knew how it was done, 
but Joe Q. Public didn’t. She could see no marks on the new cylinders 
or throws. How in the world? She walked to the window. It did not 
open at all. It was plate glass, not a real working window. Someone had 
used a computer card and entered her room, for she would have heard 
otherwise. But who? More importantly, why? 

She had spent the better part of the morning trying to discreetly 
discover who, besides she and Robert, had access to the computer and the 
card system. As it turned out there were only two clerks, The night shift 
was run by a young college student and surely she had no reason... Then 
it dawned on her, it had to be Robert. She didn’t know why she knew, 
but she did. Robert was cool and efficient as could be expected on their 
final day of work, ensuring all of the bugs were out of the system and 
that all hotel personnel were trained on the coding of the entry cards. 
Other than a cursory “good morning” no words passed between them. 


He went about his work, and she, hers. 
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That had been three months ago, and after she caught him spying 
outside her window that night, she had taken special care to cover her 
whereabouts. She was not going to let him do whatever it was he had in 
mind, Surely Tanner would turn up something on him; hard evidence 
that she could take to her boss and be rid of Robert once and for all. 

Robert hurriedly entered the ballroom by way of the lower level 
entrance and quickly glanced around in all directions. Rachel watched 
as Robert appeared to be searching for something or someone. He was 
almost running across the room when he stopped short as if shot, and 
quickly ran his hands through two of his jacket pockets. What in the hell 
was he looking for, Rachel thought, as Robert tried to remove a phone 
from his pocket and then try to hide it from a passing exhibitor. He 
held the electric blue phone at arm's length as if he needed glasses, and 
as far as Rachel knew, he didn’t. Contacts, that was it, Rachel thought, 
and she'd lay money they were colored. No man she knew had violet 
eyes. He wore contacts and probably a wig, Rachel continued with spite. 
Robert completed his juggling act with the phone and then ran from the 
ballroom floor as quickly as decorum would permit. 

Now what the hell was that, Rachel wondered? Wait a minute, 
A.S.S. didn’t use bright blue phones, and certainly not during a show. 
They used two way radios, not phones, she realized, and immediately she 
pulled her radio from her waist and tried to raise Robert. She would find 
out where he was going, and what he was up to. He might even tell her, 
if he was convinced that she was not in the way, but Rachel was going to 
be in the way, and she knew it. That thought alone confirmed what she 
felt about Robert; he was up to no good. 

He didn’t answer the call from her radio. She tried to reach him 
for over a minute, and finally gave up and replaced the radio on her hip, 
closed her jacket and walked across the ballroom and out the same door 
Robert had earlier fled. 

Scurrying like a small rabbit, Robert headed out of the ballroom and 
up the grand staircase to the curved wall of phones. When he arrived 
he found the phones in use by others and fidgeted with a set of keys, and 
paced back and forth until a phone became available. Quickly Robert 
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maneuvered into position to use the phone. Just as he picked up the 
receiver, Rachel sailed around the corner and almost into Robert as he 
was turning his back to gain some privacy. She halted for an instant and 
then continued down towards the mezzanine entrance into the ballroom. 
She stopped and pretended to be monitoring the show from above while 


keeping an eye on the niche of phones. 


Riley was two miles from the airport heading towards the downtown 
skyline when his cell phone rang. 

“Yes, Robert, where in the hell are you?” 

“The hotel, but we can't meet at this time. Too many people around. 
Meet me later in the bar, say seven this evening?” 

“T have flown to this God forsaken city, while sitting next to a 
babbling school teacher, and Iam tired, Robert. Don't put me off. We 
are too far along...” 

“This is not...no, I’m not trying to delay the meeting. It’s just that... 
really there are too many people. Look, the police are still all over the 
place.” 

“Fine! Seven, it is. Do not be late,” Riley spat into the receiver, and 
then he threw his cell phone into the passenger's seat and continued his 
trek toward downtown. He had come to Indianapolis at Shishkova’s 
insistence. He was not happy. He was tired. Mostly of the game. It 
had been fun for the most part of his thirty years of deception, but the 
last few had been rather mundane. With the cold war effectively over, 
there was no one to work with who had a sense of purpose and honor. 
He yearned for the old days. He sometimes felt like his father, grinding 
away at banking and insurance. Honorable professions, but dull. The 
good old days, what a thought. His retirement had gone off without a 
hitch, and he would be sunning himself on his secluded island if it were 
not for Robert and his bungling. But it was Robert's time to shuffle off. 
Riley knew it was time to sever all ties, no loose ends at all if he was to 
enjoy the rest of his life. Even the fumbling feds could still tumble onto 
this mess that Robert had created. 
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Yes, it was time for Robert to go. Riley knew it would be Robert 
that would cause the problems. Robert, the man of odd habits. Oh, 
Riley knew. Robert did not know Riley was aware of his peccadilloes, 
but Harrington had known for some time. It was a problem that he had 
reconciled in his mind to eliminate as soon as the mission was complete. 
He had hoped to do so in D.C. where another body would never be 
noticed on a Sunday morning, just another victim in the never ending 


crime of the nation’s capitol. 


Shortly Robert emerged from his phone call and without looking, turned 
on heel and headed back down the grand staircase to God only knows 
where, Rachel thought. She walked over to the phone and attempted 
to determine who Robert had been in such a hurry to call. There were 
no notes, not even an empty match cover giving her any clue as to the 
call. She shrugged and walked away with more than just a little on her 


mind. 


Riley's check in at the hotel went quickly, more due to his attitude than 
the efficiency of the staff. He exhibited the air of an individual that 
did not want to hear about all of the splendor or history or anything 
else about the hotel or the city. Just have him sign, hand over the key 
and slink back to the comfort of the coffee shop. Hotel staff the world 
wide knew when to be all business and when to be overly open with 
information. 

Riley, like most quiet people, preferred solitude. He had dedicated 
his life to the quiet pleasures of isolation. It had been years since he had 
been required to be actively involved in his life’s work and this fiasco had 
not pleased him at all. He had seen the writing on the wall, so to speak, 
during the end of the Reagan Administration. He did not fight it, but 
with a calm resolve decided that the time had come, like Lewis and Clark, 
“to speak of other things,” and quietly prepared his assimilation into the 
world’s background. His parents were dead, and all of his immediate 
family were gone, too. The only relative of which he was conscience, a 


distant cousin who was living somewhere in Idaho, a survivalist of some 


STAMPED OuT | 123 


nature, he had heard, Well, maybe it was in the blood. Upon the death of 
his father, he used some of the vast inheritance to purchase a small island 
east of Basse Terre, a place about as far from civilization as possible. 
After the retrieval of the stamps, and their successful delivery, he would 
be heading south via the most convoluted route he could configure. 

It was three in the afternoon and he had four hours to kill. A rather 
propitious phrase, he thought; to kill. In this case it was more truth than 
fiction. He had come to the conclusion that everyone involved with this 
mess would be forfeited. It may cause some alarm within the confines of 
the Indianapolis police, but Riley knew that by the time any link could be 
established, he would be basking in the sun some two hundred miles off 
the coast of Venezuela. His island was loosely governed by that distant 
government, whose only concern was his yearly taxes. He smiled at the 
thought of the locals rushing about trying to put the pieces together. 

With his thin eel skin gloves, Riley quietly inserted the magnetic key 
into the door. He placed his battered leather Hartman two-suiter on the 
luggage caddy. Before removing his gloves he switched on the desk lamp 
and set the alarm on the clock radio, and set the tuner to a local classical 
station. He then disrobed, carefully placing all of his clothing in a plain 
plastic bag, one with no identifiable markings. He rarely wore any of 
his clothing more than once. The laundry bag would disappear into the 
local Goodwill pickup station, the most efficient way to discard clothing 
without a trace. Although it was quite cold outside, Riley turned the air 
on to fill the room with a chill. He placed the oversized bath towels on 
the sheets and then quickly drifted off to sleep as the radio continued 
with its hour of Peer Gynt. 

Precisely at six thirty he awoke to the garish clang of the alarm, 
frowned and walked to the desk and silenced the offending instrument. 
The temperature had fallen in his room, but at this moment he didn’t 
anything. He showered quickly, shaved again, and upon completing his 
routine, he ran water to clean and wiped all surfaces clean with a towel. 
The towels were also placed in the hotel’s laundry bag to find their way 


into a convenient dumpster later. 
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Riley dressed quickly; dark slacks, a white turtle neck topped with 
a subdued gray cardigan. He replaced his black eel skin gloves over his 
slim fingers and made a quick review of his room to determine if there 
were any surfaces he had touched that had not been wiped clean. Riley 
never left a mark. It was if he never existed. No hotel room could ever 
say that he had ever visited. His accounts were settled by an American 
Express card issued to Richard Richardson, one of his many aliases 
whose untraceable address started with a bank box in Bimini. Riley 
Harrington, III did not exist outside of his Arlington address. 

When his extra dry Martini was carefully placed on the napkin, 
he turned to survey the dim environment of the hotel bar. Riley was 
punctual to a fault, but Robert, unfortunately for him, did not share 
this affliction. Riley knew he would have a wait and his anger grew with 
each passing minute. Although the exterior of his countenance did not 
change, and his sipping of the martini was within keeping of any patron, 
Riley was settling on the method of Robert's demise; a far more lingering 
expiration than normal and he smiled openly as Robert finally rushed 
through the entrance, calling attention to himself. 

“Place your order and then let us adjourn to a table,” Riley said in 
an openly cordial manner as Robert settled on a bar stool. Riley then 
stood and walked to a secluded table against the wall, leaving Robert at 
the bar awaiting his drink. 

“So, tell me, my dear Robert, what has run so amok in this quiet place 
that requires me to leave the confines of D.C.?” What has happened? 
Be detailed in your report, leave nothing out. I want to hear it from the 
beginning once again,” Riley quietly inquired as Robert sank into his 
chair. 

Robert did as he was told; he laid out the details of the missing 
stamps, the facts regarding Rachel and the death of her one night stand, 
their courier, and what he knew of the local police involvement, and their 
suspicion of Rachel. He conveniently left unsaid, his involvement in the 
theft of the all important stamps, casting as much distrust on Rachel as 
possible for both mishaps. He was aware his time with Riley was growing 


short. His recognition of this fact had started his collecting of parts from 
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most of his recent assignments. His retirement was planned and as soon 
as the show was concluded and the local police were out of his way, as 
well as Riley, he was heading south to Mexico. There he felt he could 
melt into the giant pots of humanity in the large areas such as Mexico 
City or worst case, Guadalajara. Accordingly his employment and move 
to Chicago was all part of his gradual decent from the mountain. Riley 
could damn well do what he wanted. For as soon as the curtain fell, 
Robert was gone. 

“So, let me see if I have this correctly?” Riley asked, barely hiding 
his sarcasm. “Your reading of this fiasco, that is, the courier arrives, you 
see him setting up at the show. You then note him speaking with this 
Rachel person, and then you see them at lunch and again heading to the 
elevator that evening, but you lose track at the elevator doors. Do Ihave 
this right?” 

“Yes, I think...well, maybe Rachel had an accomplice somewhere 
that I didn't note and together they killed the courier and the accomplice 
made off with the stamps.” 

“How do you know the stamps are not now sitting in the police 
inventory? I don't think anyone would be looking for the same goods 
as us.” 

“Well, that’s true. However, I feel that the stamps never made it to 
the show. I think he carried them on his person.” 

“Youre not paid to think, Robert. Youre paid to do as I tell you. 
Now I'm telling you to take your leave and give me the peace I need to 
think this out, and your presence precludes that process,” Riley hissed, 
with no attempt to hide his disgust with Robert. 

“Okay. Don't get so bent,” Robert warned with a pointed finger. 
“Remember, you need me.” 

Robert wandered off to the lobby of the hotel as Riley turned his 
focus inward. He knew the Rachel Robert spoke of. He knew her 
former husband. Rachel was a lush, or at least she used to be, he thought. 
She was also known in Washington as a bed hopper. Dealing with her 
would pose no problem; cheap wine and a room, and surely he would 


have all of the information regarding the ultimate location of the stamps. 
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That is, if Robert, devious Robert, was telling the truth. Somehow he 
knew that the truth lay towards the middle of each. Rachel was involved, 
but murder? He doubted it. Maybe she did have someone working with 
her. Who knew? Robert? Now there was the crux of the question. 
Robert knew that the entire operation was shutting down. And Robert, 
who had, at Riley's insistence, left Washington to take employment 
Riley had arranged via a friend of a friend, all untraceable. But Robert 
had always returned to D.C. to perform the special task the demise of 
the art and antiques dealers and the poor civil servants from whom all 
the information initially came, those too, had met untimely deaths. It 
was still amazing that the D.C. police never put together the obvious 
conclusions. Anyway, dear Robert, what to do with you until we know 
the truth, and obtain the stamps and make the arrangements for the 


buyers to gain possessions? Yes Robert, the truth does lie somewhere 


in the middle. 


Riley was still in the hotel lounge, sitting at the same table near the 
wall sipping his second Martini when Rachel entered. She looked 
both directions in the dim light and failing to find Jr., marched across 
the parquet of the dance floor, her heels beating a small staccato. She 
stepped up the raised portion and entered the actual bar area and took a 
seat on one of the many empty bar stools. It was early, not quite eight; the 
happy hour crowd had departed and the dinner drinkers were another 
hour away. 

Rachel ordered a glass of the house red from the overly solicitous 
bartender who was more than willing to open a fresh bottle of Merlot 
for the lovely blonde whose smile was brighter than he had seen in a 
long time. With her glass of wine before her, she checked her watch and 
found that she was indeed running a little early. She felt like a school 
girl dating the local Friday night hero. Normally, Rachel ran at least an 
hour behind in everything she did, with the exception of work, but this 
evening she had managed to shut down the exhibition without Robert's 
help. She took a short nap, showered and repaired her hair and makeup 


in record time, arriving at the scene of their liaison before eight. It really 
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was her first true date since college. All of the running around she had 
done in Washington had been behind closed doors, nothing in the open, 
at least she thought. But, that was then. Now with a clean soul and peace 
of mind, even with a murder investigation hanging over her head, she 
felt a fresh start coming with John Robert, or JR, as he preferred. Then 
again, she felt that way with Edward Pickett. She felt certain that JR was 
paying attention to her because of the investigation, but she had to start 
somewhere. There were worse things in the world, she knew. 

Fingering the rim of the wineglass, she looked at her reflection in the 
tinted pink mirror behind the bar. It showed her coloring to be better 
than it really was, and the muted lighting hid the obvious baggage under 
her eyes that this debacle had caused. She eyed the patrons in the mirror, 
she was familiar with many. There were either exhibitors or attendees 
from the stamp show. ‘They were happily oblivious to her; in their own 
little Philatelic world. 

She was deep in thought, hardly touching her wine when the 
bartender leaned over the bar. 

“Is your name Rachel Bennett?” 

“Yes, why?” 

“Phone call. You can take it on the house phone on the wall behind 
the screen,” he directed, pointing to a lacquered screen standing off to the 
left of the bar and between the entrance door and the buffet table. 

“Thank you,” Rachel said as she left her seat and walked to the 
screen. 

Riley’s interest was drawn to the screen. He had watched her intently 
at the bar and was a little more than interested in the who, what, when, 
why and where of the conversation Rachel was to have behind the screen 
and decided to sample the wares of the buffet table. He would not 
actually eat, but he would fill his plate if necessary in order to spy on 
Rachel and her phone call. 

It was not revealing, he had heard Rachel’s side, alone, but enough 
to figure out that her dinner companion was running late. He returned 
to his table before she left the confines of the screen, and was fidgeting 
with his food before Rachel returned to the bar. 
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Interesting, he thought, maybe I should just ask. her outright what 
she was doing and where the stamps were located. Not that he thought 
Rachel would tell him if she knew, and that really was a bit too much, so 
light conversation it was. He picked up his Martini and walked across 
the room to the bar and Rachel Bennett. 

“Is this seat taken?” he asked as he sat down next to Rachel. “Why, 
Rachel Bennett, is it really you? Out in the middle of nowhere, what are 
you doing here? Your husband worked in my department at the NSA. 
Remember?” Riley asked, avoiding giving her his name. 

“Yes, I remember you, Riley, and if you do, you know that I am not 
married, nor am I in the Secret Service any longer,’ Rachel coolly replied, 
surprising the thin man seated next to her. 

“Yes, [heard. Shame...though life does go on. How have you been, 
Rachel? I heard through the grapevine you had gone back to Chicago 
and were in the security business.” 

“Right on both counts, but the real question is, what are you doing 
here in the middle of nowhere as you describe it?” she asked, turning the 
tables on the cool man. 

“Nothing really, engine trouble. I was on a flight to California to 
conclude some family business,” he lied with skill. “The plane developed 
some sort of malfunction and we set down here, and it will be tomorrow 
before they will be able to get us on our way. Enough about me, what 
are you doing?” 

“You were correct. My firm handles the security for The Chesterfield, 
so we are taking care of the stamp show this weekend.” 

“When I checked in, I overheard there had been some trouble 
regarding one of the exhibitors,” he goaded. 

Rachel tore her napkin to shreds at his persistence, and then took a 
calming sip of wine. “Yes, that’s correct.” It is all Rachel would divulge. 
She was not about to mention she had been the last person, outside 
of Mr. Pickett’s murderer, to see him alive. She quickly drained the 
contents of her wineglass and ordered another form the never-too-far- 


away bartender. 
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“My, nota very good thing for you or your company,” Riley assumed, 
with more than a little irony in his voice. “You're not involved are you? 
You know, like back in D.C. with that, who was he, the son of that 
ambassador from,..what consulate was it?” 

Riley watched Rachel flinch and reach again for her security blanket; 
wineglass. He had done what he had set out to accomplish. Rachel 
showed no untoward reaction at his initial conversation, telling him that 
she was probably not involved in any way with the missing stamps. Her 
flinching at his mention of the affair that caused everything to unravel in 
D.C. for Rachel and her husband that was enough for Riley to know her 
only connection to Edward was purely physical. Just like the diplomat 
who was promptly recalled to his Grecian homeland. That was the 
problem with Plebeians, Riley concluded, they never reached beyond 
their station. Rachel, he knew, didn’t have the verve or the élan to even 
attempt something as devious as murder and the theft of the stamps. 

“Well, nice to see you again, Rachel,” Riley lied with satisfaction, 
“but I must be going, I need to make a few calls before I turn in. Good 
luck.” With a smile on his face, he headed for the door, leaving Rachel 
asking the bartender for another glass of wine. 

Riley Harrington, she thought, of all people to run into in 
Indianapolis. He had worked with her husband, how long ago, she 
wondered? It seemed like at least a lifetime. But it had been only two 
or three years. Enough time to heal, to find herself. God, she hated that 
term. But the shrink she briefly saw in Chicago had used it often, and 
for good reason. 

She had lost count of how many glasses of wine she had consumed. 
Three, four, and still sitting on the stool without a seatbelt. That's 
good. She knew she would have to watch her drinking for more reasons 
than the obvious. She really did want to impress Jr., not just duck any 
questions about Pickett and those missing stamps. She was glad he 
sought her out during the day to apologize for their awkward meeting 
at brunch earlier. Rachel felt he was genuinely sorry for it ending so 
abruptly with her feeling more like a slab of meat suspected of bringing 
harm to Mr. Pickett than his charming companion. She had no idea 
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what more they could ask. Well, outside of the fact that she was the last 
to see him alive among other things. 

Part of Rachel’s charming nature was the ability to turn any man’s 
head. Even those that appeared not to have a pulse; but that wasn’t the 
case of Ari, or his father. Grecian blue bloods, they embodied all the 
passion and recklessness that comes with money and power. And when 
it was too late, Rachel found out the hard way what happens when one 
plays both ends of the same stick. 

It had started so innocently, just a few drinks after she was off duty, 
and for some unknown reason, an agreement to meet Ari the next day 
while they were to be touring the new Grecian Cultural Center. 

All had been going well at the center, when they decided to slip away 
from the crowd and meet in a secluded office. Rachel quietly entered to 
find Ari waiting with two glasses of her favorite weakness; champagne. 
She indulged in the tart refreshment as Ari did likewise with her. His 
attempts of pleasure were more for his benefit than hers and she was 
quickly becoming aware of that. Trying to ease his suffocating attempts 
of passion, only seemed to arouse him more, and the more she struggled, 
the more he liked it. Finally she used a Service maneuver to subdue his 
advances. He countered and pinned her to the desk, fumbling with his 
zipper and her thong panties. He stifled her cry for help with a clasped 
hand over her mouth, his forearm bearing down upon her chest, crushing 
her ability to breath. She managed to find the letter opener and opened 
his shoulder up when she plunged it deep into the muscle. It was enough 
for him to pause; momentarily, and with that pause came an eruption 
so great, Rachel was sure her next trip home to Chicago was going to be 
in a box. 

They fought fiercely. Rachel used every item within her reach to fight 
off the raging bull, but her efforts fell short as he managed to subdue her 
and continue his assault. 

No matter what she thought, her cries for help hadn't gone unnoticed, 
and the crashing sound of the office door was proof of that. That and 
the muzzle of Tanner's PPK to Ari's temple cut short the final indignity. 
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He didn't go quietly, leaving a permanent mark with a backhanded slap. 
It didn’t sting nearly as much as Tanner's unyielding glare. 

‘That was the last time Rachel had seen Tanner until their morning 
meeting. She was surprised her former partner showed. But above all, 
Tanner was fair. A trait that was a double edged sword. Especially when 
it came to Rachel. 

Well, those particular days and ways are long past, she hoped. If 
she had learned one thing, drunks were not as smart or as sharp as they 
thought they were. She had lied so much to so many that she had lost 
track of what story she had told to whom, including Tanner. She was 
fortunate enough to have only lost her job, her husband and most of her 
sanity. Or at least the part of her sanity that was worth loosing. 

She had regrets; she missed her job and the prestige it brought. But 
mostly, she missed her friendship and the camaraderie she shared with 
Tanner. She knew the past was all water under the bridge, over the 
bridge or whatever, and she wanted to keep it that way. 

First things first, she thought, pushing the new glass of wine away, 
and just in time as she spied Jr., JR, entering the door. She glanced into 
the mirror to check her makeup and noticed the scar above her upper lip. 
She ran a fingertip over the slight hiccup as he approached. 

“Sorry I'm late, but you know work. It never ends. I was going to 
suggest we go some place else, but with the hour and all, I think it would 
be best if we ate here. Unless youre tired of hotel food?” 

“No, here is fine. They have a four star restaurant on the second floor. 
If the police department can afford it,” she remarked, without thinking, 
and quickly regretted it. “That's not what I meant, really...” 

“No, I understand, you think it is my job...my job is taking you to 
dinner. But as I explained earlier, I do find you attractive and I think we 
could have a nice time.” 

“Youre right. I apologize. I’m just a bit touchy over this whole 
affair.” 

“T can certainly understand your position and your thinking that I 
might have an ulterior motive,” JR said, as he placed a hand in the small 


of her back and steered her towards the door. 
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“Please put the drinks on my room; Rachel Bennette Callehe dese 
if you have any questions,” she instructed quickly to the bartender as she 


felt herself being ushered out of the room. 


Dinner was comfortable, that was her best description. And she never 
even thought ‘of seducing JR, and in retrospect she doubted if it were 
possible. She had no worries about her skirt as he never paid it the least 
bit of attention, even when he seated her at the table and the hem rode 
even higher than intended. He never looked, nor commented, and it 
did not phase him in the least. Damn, she thought to herself. She had 
gone to a lot of trouble...well; it is for the best she concluded. It wasn't 
the right place or time, and she passed on wine for dinner and brandy 
with her coffee. She was cold sober by the time JR escorted her from the 
restaurant and he did not offer her a late night drink at the bar, and she 
sure as hell didn’t offer him one in her room. She didn’t think he would 
get the hint and that would be more of a waste of time and effort. But it 
was a comfortable meal and she did have a good time. Maybe there was 
something to chastity. An inward smile threatened to break the surface, 
as the words never, never, never ran through her mind, and he was still 
the perfect gentleman as he saw her to the elevator. He didn't even try 
for a quick kiss on the cheek, just a handshake. A handshake, she had 
never been so happily insulted in her life, she thought. Then she laughed 


out loud as the elevator doors closed. 


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR 


Every light in the room was on. For ever since Robert was little, he 
had been afraid of the dark. This was especially strange for a man who 
had served his country in the most extreme of circumstances. But that 
was the thing about Robert, when called upon to do the job he could 
compartmentalize and get it done, no matter what the surroundings. 

The soft bell that announced dinner did so for the second time. 
Again, Robert ignored it. His childlike attention was riveted on his 
newly acquired trophies. With gloved hands, he slowly rotated the Steel 
Military Egg that had been fashioned by Carl Faberge and presented to 
Csar Nicholas II and his wife on Easter 1916. 

Like the curiosity that killed the cat, Robert carefully opened the top 
of the Egg, almost expecting it to explode. It didn't. Instead, it revealed 
its customary Easter secret, a miniature painting on ivory depicting 
Nicholas II and his son at the front. Delicately he placed it on the easel 
provided. Next to the painting sat a block of triangular stamps he had 
liberated from Edward Pickett. Oddly enough they were about the same 
size. Small and easily concealed. 

The ringing of another bell drew his focus from his new toys. With 
irritation he snatched up the receiver. 

“Hello?” he asked, not masking his displeasure at being interrupted. 
“T'm sorry. I was in the shower,’ he lied. “Yes, I will get my dinner from 


the dumbwaiter. Thank you.” 
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He hung up and retrieved his meal from the convenient system. Too 
preoccupied to eat, he set it aside and turned to the stamps. Through the 
hermetically sealed plastic he could see that the block was in tact, and 
the unusual triangular stamps were all the same design, but in different 
colors. Robert recognized the design and pulled from his wallet a one 
dollar bill. He examined the pyramid on the back of the bill, it matched 
the stamp design. 

He wasn't a member of the Philatelic society, but he knew that the 
stamps before him were indeed rare, and therefore, worth a fortune. Like 
the others, he had helped himself to; he would eventually find a private 
collector for them. The Faberge Egg, that he would keep. 

Like the bell of earlier, the vibrating of phone number two was 
becoming increasingly annoying. He pulled it from his waistband 
and looked at the cryptic number. Riley. He turned it off. Like the 
instructions Riley had given him earlier, he turned a deaf ear. He wouldn't 
be bothered; especially not tonight. By Riley, or anyone else. He had 
more pressing things to do, 

He lightly caressed the stamps. His brow furrowed and his fingertips 
tingled as he repeated the stroke. Too thick, he noted. “Patience,” he 
whispered to himself, knotting his fist in a rush of excitement. Steadying 
himself he put the stamps back down next to the Egg. Reminding 
himself he didn’t have the proper tools to dismantle the fragile goods. He 
knew by their appearance and Riley's incessant pages, he had something 
special. 

Giddy, he stared at the Egg. It wasa lot like him, he thought. Simple. 
From the time he was a little boy, the former Richard Isiah Padgett 
had been regarded by those that knew him as simple. Some, those 
with enough diplomas to wallpaper the Pentagon, had branded him 
borderline retarded. Others, like his commanding officers thought him 
to be deceptively slow. One thought he could be considered autistic, 
because he seemed to be gifted at two things: killing and computers. 

After years of struggling, not only in school with the cruel torments 
from the brainy bullies, but being passed up in the Service for specific 


projects because of his perceived lack of intelligence, Robert endured 
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testing to find the cause of his slow demeanor. He was relieved to learn 
it was merely a condition name Dyslexia. In the beginning he had a hard 
time just spelling the cause, but with the help of the three P’s: Poise, 
Practice and Perseverance, Robert conquered his learning disability. 
And if his CO's thought he was good at computers, then they should 
see him now. 

In learning to overcome his impairment, he also gained control over 
his rage. A singular trait that had cost him dearly on more than one 
occasion, but one moment in particular stood out as if it were yesterday, 
though it had happened nearly twenty years earlier. 

He became trance like as he stared at the Egg and its craftsmanship 
just like his Empire State Building model constructed of Popsicle sticks 
and toothpicks, flat and round. Meticulously he had been building 
the structure for months, patiently adding stick by stick; making sure 
all were set with precision. He was sure it would win at the local 4-H 
fair. He was just sure. Then his parents could sing his praises, and for a 
change, his perfect baby brother would have to take a back seat to him. 

Though he was older, by two years, he was always being compared 
to his younger sibling. In what he witnessed in other families, it was the 
other way around: Younger to older. His little brother was the angelic 
one. The perfect one. The smart one. Robert resented him. And no 
matter how hard he tried, he couldn't live up to his smarter, more talented 
brother. But he would show them, especially with his win at the fair. 

All was set. The last stick glued. It was perfect. That is until the 
perfect little cherub thought to snap strategically placed sticks to test the 
integrity of the structure. His deed toppled the months of hard work, 
along with Robert's temper. 

Fury gripped his heart and seized his soul and took him to a place he 
had never been before, and since had remained. He grabbed the demon 
and plunged his hands into the boiling pot of water intended for the 
spaghetti that was to be served at the evening meal. He cared not that 
his mother witnessed in horror his payback. 

He held the hands deep into the water until they curled into balls of 
disfigured flesh, and the piercing screams of the angel were silenced by 
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unconsciousness. No longer would music “sent from heaven” be played 
by those hands. The angel’s wings were clipped, and deservedly so. 
After that, he never saw his family again. 
He rubbed his temples vigorously, as if trying to snuff out the 
memory of that day. As much as he detested his family, he missed them. 


Including the cherub: 


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE 


Andrei'’s head swiveled like a child’s toy as he entered the dimly lit bar 
just off of what he knew had to be the shortest street in downtown 
Indianapolis. He expected no trouble, but thirty years of caution was 
ingrained and he doubted he would ever relax completely. It was not his 
choice, this second rate bistro, but it would do. Riley had given explicit 
instructions as to where and when. Andrei had hoped to meet at the 
hotel. He had an eye for pretty girls and the hotel certainly held far 
more than the dingy dive of their appointment. He chose the only table 
available that had more than one chair with it. He maneuvered around 
so he had a clear view of the entrance. As he leaned on the table, it rocked 
unevenly, prompting him to look at the base and regret even more his 
agreeing to meet Riley at this particular establishment. 

For the life of him, he couldn't figure out how this place stayed in 
business. The bar was packed with what he imagined to be regulars as 
well as those passing through, much like himself. They chased their 
shots of whiskey with beer and kept perfect time to the old rock and roll 
music that blared from speakers set on high and in every conceivable 
corner of the room. What a peculiar waste of whiskey, Andrei thought 
as he pulled free a leather case and lit one of his cheap cigars, adding to 
the stench of stale cigarette smoke. Riley, he speculated, knew nothing 
of the atmosphere of this place. For Riley detested all smoke and was not 
too happy with the heavy lavender scent favored by little old ladies. Then 
again, Riley hated most everyone, anyway, Andrei thought. He laughed 


137 


138 ‘ | Lori Evans 


to himself as the waitress arrived at his table. He ordered Scotch with 
water, and told himself that since Riley would be paying he should have 
ordered the best. But then again, what would be the best in this place 
was far below even his standards. Oh, the things I do, he thought. 

He had arrived early, nearly an hour before the appointed time. He 
hadhccacedihiosurvelanceceR ihe nen shecndth- person he knew 
as a local cop sat down to dinner. He knew they would either go to bed 
together or separately. Either way the evening was over for her. She 
would be in for the night. That had been her pattern since the start. 
Although this was her first night out with someone other than the hotel 
staff, but it had always been an early evening. 

Andrei had no pretenses that he really understood all that was 
occurring. He only knew that Vassily had ordered him to keep an eye on 
everyone. Vassily trusted no one, and in particular he did not trust those 
who betrayed their countries as Riley had been doing for those many 
years. Neither Vassily nor Andrei had any regard for false idealism. The 
bored upper middle class, those who betrayed their countries because 
of some misguided sense of duty to another cause. They had too much 
time on their hands and too little backbone, Andrei thought. Money 
was the only instrument that Andrei or Vassily trusted. Andrei was 
convinced that filthy lucre was the single medium in which any faith was 
ever placed. Andrei did not trust Riley, nor did he like or admire him. 
Riley carried his airs a bit too high for Andrei’s base instincts. 

The flashy, but rather ancient barmaid was leaning over Andrei’s 
table smiling at his weak attempt at humor when Riley walked in. He 
stood in the alcove of the entrance debating whether or not to continue. 
He knew he had made a mistake by selecting the second rate bistro, 
but he did not want Andrei stumbling and bumbling his way through 
the hotel. It was sufficient to say, at least in Riley's mind, that Andrei 
always attracted too much attention, Andrei’s idea of tailing someone 
was to let the victim know he was being tailed and that made the job 
easier. In Riley's opinion Andrei had all of the subtlety of a derailed 
freight train. 
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Riley placed his dark Burberry overcoat on a time worn coat rack, 
adjusted his tie and walked to the back of the room to the wobbly table 
and its occupant. 

“So, you like this place?” Andrei asked. “I did not realize the Ivy 
League was into pub crawling.” 

Riley did not respond, but sat and stared at Andrei in a way that was 
meant to intimidate. 

“Do not try to scare me, my friend. It is not I who made the mistakes, 
and Vassily does not look to you with favor. While you have given me 
orders in the past, do not think you can continue. I answer to Vassily, 
only. So save your stares for school children. Maybe you can frighten 
them. So, tell me, what is it you want?” 

Riley stared into Andrei’s eyes seeking the source of his newly found 
spine. For years Andrei, bumbling that he was, served willingly and with 
deference. What now? Why now does he show mettle? Riley considered 
the fact that possibly the Chinese and therefore Vassily were exceedingly 
worried about the recovery of the information and the ultimate delivery. 
It was an inconvenience only, Riley thought, the disappearance of the 
stamps. They would be recovered, of that, he was positive. Robert 
was good at his work, a bit warped perhaps, but sufficiently talented to 
recover the stamps. It would have to be his last job, but that was of no 
consequence to Riley. Perhaps Vassily would also consider this his last 
assignment. Well, no matter, Riley thought quickly, assuring himself 
that his island retreat was only a couple of plane rides away. Let Andrei 
and Vassily flex all the muscle they wanted to, even if the stamps were 
never recovered, Riley felt safe. He knew his haven was untraceable; and 
accordingly, changed his deep gaze to a smile. 

“Andrei, do not take life so seriously. We have only made a small 
misstep. It will soon be rectified, and once again Vassily will be all 
smiles. Count on it.” 

“T do not need your reassurance. It is Vassily and his small yellow 
friends that are upset and do not place much stock in your ability to clean 
up this little misstep as you describe your disaster. They probably do not 
hold you in high esteem at the present.” 
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“I don't really care. Everything is under control.” 

“Is it? This Rachel person is an ex-agent with the Secret Service, 
no less, is she not? Then there is another woman, a redhead, who is 
presently engaged in the protection of your open country. I am sure she 
is poking her nose into this fiasco, and you...you describe this as a little 
misstep and everything is under control? I do not think so.” 

“Once again, I don't care what you think. Just do your job. What 
ever that is. And as such, just where is Rachel?” 

“By now,” Andrei said glancing at his watch, “probably tucked in bed. 
Alone more than likely, but still in bed. 

“Are you sure, Andrei?” 

“I am confident she has retired for the evening. As you may have 
known, she had a date with a local police officer. The son of a police 
captain, This should worry you, does it not? You know,’ Andrei 
continued, “the use of this Robert fellow...are you really sure of him? 
And then have an ex-agent on any sorts, involved with the courier. Don't 
you think your planning left a little to be desired?” 

“Damn it, Andrei,’ Riley snarled loud enough to cause one of the 
hard drinkers to turn his head, “it is not your place to question me. It is 
your job to make sure that Rachel does not have the stamps. I will take 
care of Robert when the time comes, and I don’t think the Treasury or 
any other governmental agency is going to open an investigation. After 
what happened with the diplomat in Washington, the redhead is most 
certainly unwilling to stick her neck out for Rachel again. She will leave 
it alone. Just find the damned stamps.” 

“Keep your voice down, fool,” Andrei snapped back at Riley. “By the 
way, it is your job to find the stamps.” 

Andrei had started to take a more assertive position since their 
meeting in Mexico and this concerned Riley more than the missing 
stamps. Andrei had been nothing but an errand boy for Vassily, and 
now...Well, maybe he too would have to disappear before all of this was 


settled. What was one more body on the landscape? Riley concluded. 


STAMPED OuT | 141 


“Alright,” Riley said, “we've both had our say. I know your position. 
Let it rest. You do your job and I will do mine and Vassily and his friends 
will once again dance around the May Pole.” 

Andrei had studied Riley's expression during their discourse and 
concluded that Riley was coming apart at the seams, and if this operation 
was salvageable, it would be up to him. He thought, I don't really care 
about Riley, the Chinese, or really Vassily for that matter. I have only one 
interest and that was a simple premise; stay in the States and live long enough 
to enjoy my retirement. He concluded that it was best to just let Riley 
think everything was preceding...the conclusion or the ending may or 
may not be to everyone's liking, but...who really cared. 

“Right. Let us proceed,” Andrei agreed in an even voice. “Just what 
is it you desire of me?” 

“This may spread you a little thin, but I need to know for a fact 
whether or not Rachel has any knowledge of the stamps. Missing or 
not?” 

“What do you want me to do? I do not think a missing Rachel would 
be a smart idea. I can certainly pick her up, and in a short time discover 
everything she knows. But I think her friend, the redhead, might think 
it odd that Rachel disappears from the face of the earth. There would 
be no benefit in allowing her to continue her existence at the end of our 
little visit. I think she would wish it more than me.” 

“Be careful, Andrei. I do no think that would... No! Do not cross 
that line. Just see who she meets with and if possible what they say.” 

“Well, why didn’t you say so? The new parabolic microphones can 
pick up the pissing of a gnat at a thousand meters. Her conversations 
will be easy.” 

“Also, I want you to check on Robert. I do not trust him. Better yet, 
tail him first. See to Rachel when you can. But see to Robert. I want to 
know if he sees anyone, calls anyone...everything, Understood?” 

“Of course. I think Robert is not the trustworthy employee you 
envisioned. Am I right? No matter. It will be done. What about the 
redhead? I think she will be back. Maybe not in an official capacity, but 


I believe she will return.” 
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“T don't think so, but if she does, I Le handle that end. You just 
worry about completing your assignment.” 

“Don't lecture me,” Andrei warned. “Unlike you, Iam a professional, 
not a bored amateur selling out his country. You people make me sick 
with your high ideals. Leave the real work to me. I will pick up your 
mess. You go play with your lofty goals and plans.” 

With that, Andrei stood, retrieved his overcoat from the hanger 
and slowly walked from the bar leaving Riley more than a little upset. 
Riley sat seething. Just who did Andrei think he was? Damn it. The 
barmaid tried to refill his drink, but he quickly pushed her away and 
threw enough money on the table to cover the tab. He grabbed his coat 
and headed out the door determined to catch up with Andrei and set 
him straight as to the chain of command. He told himself that he did 
not have to take that sort of abuse from anyone, and certainly not from 
some damn sloppy Bulgarian. As the bar door closed, Riley looked left 
and then right. Andrei was nowhere to be seen. Riley was a little more 
than confused. No more than five or ten seconds had lapsed between the 
two of them and their leaving, it was impossible for Andrei to disappear. 
There were no alleys, no cars. Riley stood and scanned both sides of the 
street. Nothing. He shook his head and walked in the direction of the 
hotel. His thoughts chilling, like the weather. 


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX 


Like the previous evening, the weather was cold and deliberate, much like 
Riley Harrington III as he made his way to the early train that would 
take him to Chicago. His morning had started early with a trip to the 
airport to return his rental car and stow his luggage in a locker. Then he 
caught the hotel shuttle back to Indianapolis in time to catch the train. 

He boarded the Amtrak vessel and took his seat, hoping to avoid 
any chatty souls, Thankfully it was a sparse and he was spared weekend 
stories of family excursions and reunions to and from the tiny burg 
considered a city; Indianapolis. 

It was going to be a long trip, but he needed the time to think. 
He needed time to calculate his next move and every move thereafter. 
Instead of relying on his sweeper, Robert, to clean up the mess, Riley 
now had to depend upon himself to do the dirty work, and take care of 
the problem: Robert. 

Along the journey to Chicago, he wondered where he had lost control 
of Robert, or if indeed he ever had any over the misfit. Self-doubts were 
creeping into his psyche and he knew that could be his undoing, Fie 
longed to open the window and let the cool air rush and refresh his 
senses, but he sat still. When he boarded the plane he couldn't help but 
notice an overly taxed mother and her precocious seven-year-old son. 
He knew immediately the boy would be his undoing, and for the better 
part of the flight, the child did nothing but stare over the back of his 


seat at Riley. His only relief came when the flight attendant announced 
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preparations for landing, and only then did the little snot turn around 
and sit still. 

Riley locked his jaw in contempt and decided the whole trip was 
one he wasn't going to win. He had carefully mapped out his route to 
Robert's apartment in Chicago and memorized every detail. To occupy 
his thoughts and pass the time he replayed the information again and 
again, providing possible obstacles, unwanted scenarios and the solutions 
to said problems. 

After what seemed forever the train pulled into the station and Riley 
caught the L-train line to Robert’s Wicker Park neighborhood. From 
there he bought a cup of coffee and the paper and waited for the streets 
to fill with more people. He actually hated coffee. It’s flavor too thorny 
for his taste, but he wanted to blend. It was important to look as if he 
belonged. He read the paper, or rather pretended to, for the local news 
held no fascination for him. The only thing on his mind was finding out 
when and where he had lost control of Robert, and he was sure it lay in 
Robert's lair. 

He shook the paper to align the crease and closed the boring 
publication. His close mindedness wouldn't allow him to think there 
was anything more important than the perimeters he had neatly drawn 
for himself in D.C., and the sooner he concluded his business in Chicago, 
the quicker he could return to the comfort of his domain. Damn, Robert 
for making him adjust his schedule and more importantly, his life. 

The crisp morning had shaken the sleepy Midwestern city to life 
and its people were rolling out of the hay and making their way onto 
the streets, which suited Riley fine. He got up, leaving behind the paper 
and purposefully made his way to Robert's, doubling back on several 
occasions, seeing more of Wicker Park than he cared to. 

Finally he arrived. Ever the Boy Scout, his lock pick was ready and 
he entered Robert's apartment quicker than one could say Supercalifrag 
ilisticexpialidocious. 

The cherry planked hardwood floor announced his arrival as he 
stepped into Robert's apartment. The clicking of his heels annoyed him 
and he took to tip toeing throughout the apartment. 
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After a short tour to ensure total privacy, Riley concluded the scarred 
flooring was the only part of the apartment with any character. The 
decorating reflected Robert's personality: Simple. There were no area 
rugs, no paintings, nothing to indicate that Robert had any sense of 
cultural but then Riley hadn't hired him for his refinement in art. 

Standing in the middle of the living room, he starred at the well- 
worn sofa with its obvious lumps and dishcloth covered arms, hiding 
frayed fabric. He swiveled his head and took in the matching recliner in 
the corner. Only the T'V was state of the art, along with the recording 
device, Tivo, or something to that nature. 

Thread worn sheets were used as curtains at the double window 
across from the sophisticated equipment. Riley was certain they were 
never opened and in time would most certainly rot from the sun’s rays. 

On his way to the bedroom he scanned the kitchen. Nothing showed 
itself, so he decided he would look harder later. He stopped at the 
doorway of the bedroom, located the light switch and flipped it up. The 
light illuminated Robert's bedroom, one Riley knew had never been 
graced by any reasonable or tasteful female. The twin bed confirmed 
what he had always thought about Robert. At the end was footlocker. 
Using the toe of his well-polished shoe, Riley lifted the lid to reveal the 
footlocker was used as a chest-of-drawers. Undershirts, socks and bikini 
underwear in neon colors blared at Riley, almost daring him to show his 
intolerance. He ignored them and with gloved hands, thankfully, sifted 
through finding a single key at the bottom. He pulled it from the corner 
and wondered what and where it fit. 

Carefully he patted the clothes back into place and went over to the 
desk that sat beneath the window with the latest computer equipment, 
and Riley knew better than to attempt any perusal of files. He knew 
Robert's penchant for keeping tabs on his electronic toys. 

Like the window in the living room, this too had a sheet for a curtain. 
The desk had one drawer, the middle. Its lock had long been destroyed, 
so the key was of no use there. Pulling the drawer out proved difficult, 
and he worried he might upset the computer, but he managed, only to 


find what he considered sorted junk. With monotonous patience he 
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examined and replaced every item; baseball cards, matchbooks, chewed 
up pencils with no erasures, and Bic pens with little’or no ink in them. 
Every item was worthless to Riley Harrington, III. 

Going to the closet, he pulled open the doors and stared more order 
in the face. Every suit was coordinated with a shirt and tie. All were 
neatly organized, Even the correct shoes were placed beneath the suits. 
And Riley thought he was obsessive/compulsive. Boxes to the right and 
left were stacked according to size; largest on the bottom, smallest on 
the top. Oddly the shelf above the clothes rack was bare. He found 
nothing. 

Riley pulled the light chain and a soft bulb glowed, adding to the 
disturbing neatness of the close quarters. Reluctantly he stepped in; 
moving some of the boxes for better access and the floor beneath him gave 
a protesting squeak. He moved back and repeated the step. Pushing the 
boxes out of the way, he found a seam in the plank flooring revealing a 
saw cut. With the boxes out of the way, he discovered a perfectly sawed 
square. Using the flat-head screwdriver attachment on his Swiss Army 
Knife, he pried up one of the boards and lifted the rest to discover a 
cubby made between the flooring joists. It housed a small fireproof safe. 
Pulling it free, Riley inserted the key. It unlocked the safety box. 

He placed the safe onto the desk and opened it, revealing its contents. 
More junk. Rare junk at that. Baseball cards of people Riley knew 
nothing of, and could have cared less about. More matchbooks. But 
one in particular stood out, it was from Auberge Le Saint-Gabreil in Old 
Montreal. He flipped up the cover and found a cryptic message written 
on the inside flap. It was done in symbols, and he knew from looking 
at it he had seen them before. Carefully he copied them to the best of 
his artistic ability. In his continuing perusal of the box he found several 
sleeves of photos and the matching negatives. According to the negative 
count, not all of the photos were accounted for. 

The photos were of what appeared to be an apartment building or 
duplex. Riley didn’t know if they were surveillance photos of jobs Robert 
had done for him or what. Painstakingly he started to match up the 


photos with the negatives, and then he came to one negative without 
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a match, and knew instantly who the woman was. Even the format 
of a negative couldn't diminish Rachel's natural beauty. He stared at 
the background and immediately put the pieces of the previous photos 
together. It was Rachel’s place. He knew Robert was twisted, he just 
didn't realize to what depths. 

But like Robert, Riley was intrigued for different reasons by the 
subject of the photos and examined every one carefully. Most were 
catching Rachel doing normal everyday things. But one in particular 
caught his eye. How did she know Richard Stayne and the courier from 
Syracuse? 

He fumbled with the negative and in trying to get a better look he 
dropped it and it floated into the heating register. “Shit!” he exclaimed as 
he tried to reclaim the flimsy plastic strip. He couldn't. Those damnable 
gloves. Peeling them off he gingerly pinched the corner of the negative 
and pulled it free from the slotted register. He laid the strip down on the 
desk and wiped it clean and quickly replaced it in the envelope. 

His mind was racing and not processing too clearly, Willing himself 
to calm down, he rummaged through the rest of the box, and found 
nothing of significance. He put everything back as he found it, including 
the key to the box in the footlocker, then he checked out the bathroom 
and kitchen. In the cookie jar he found a ring of keys. One of which had 
the same number as his apartment; the mailbox key. 

Riley trotted downstairs and opened the mailbox. More junk. Again 
he found nothing of substance, He hated like hell to possibly be seen 
entering Robert's apartment, but he knew he had to return the key, 
because as outwardly stupid as Robert seemed, he was very organized. 
He had to be, to kill so efficiently. Riley put everything back and turned 
out all the lights, locked all the appropriate locks and headed back to the 
L-train and then to O'Hare for a quick trip back to Indianapolis. 

Presenting all the phony identification he needed to purchase his 
ticket back to India-No-Place, he proceeded to the gate and boarded the 
plane. His chilly demeanor stayed off any attempt by his seat companion 
to engage in conversation. His thoughts were far off and in controlled 


hysteria as he played through his mind how Rachel and the now departed 
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Richard Stayne and Patrick Stone, another of Robert's untimely victims, 
knew each other. He knew his association with Robert had to end, but 
the longer he thought, he more he knew it couldn't be this weekend. He 


might need Robert for one more special job: Rachel. 


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN 


Rachel stood on the mezzanine of the Chesterfield and watched the show 
traffic below. It was thin at best. The show was winding down and with 
every show; it was slow at the end. Considering what had transpired 
earlier with Edward Pickett, the show was well attended and that was 
reflected in the beaming smile of Marcus. He approached her offering a 
steaming cup of her favorite blend. 

“With the exception of that one hiccup, you've done beautifully, 
Rachel. The show has been successful and the promoters are very happy 
with the turn out.” 

“We've done beautifully,” Rachel countered. She sipped her coffee 
hoping to convince herself that was true. As calm as she appeared on 
the outside, she was tumultuous on the inside, especially since her earlier 
phone conversation with the Colonel. He was quite adamant that she 
return the following morning and allow Robert to break down and 
reestablish the usual security for her account, The Chesterfield. Her 
stomach tightened again at the thought of Robert, putting his slimy 
variations on any of her clients. 

Marcus sensed her demeanor and tried to soothe her. “It was 
not your fault, Rachel. And there has been barely a whisper of what 
happened amongst our guests,” he said, lying only on the second account, 
and Rachel knew it, but was gracious not to counter his efforts. “Let me 


know if I can get you anything else,” he offered. 
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He spun on his heels catching up with a white-jacketed waiter, 
instructing the proper manner of circulating through the remaining 
crowd with the tray of refreshments. Rachel smiled, and then was 
startled as she turned to face Robert. 

“How long have you been standing there?” she demanded. 

“I just got here,” he replied, though he had been watching from the 
corner of the curved wall. “I talked with the Colonel. Look Rachel, it’s 
not my intent to take over anything of yours,” he goaded. 

It worked; she turned on him, blue eyes flashing, and coffee spilling 
into the saucer. 

“You look,” she hissed in a low voice, “I don't know where you're 
from, or rather what proverbial rock you crawled out from under, but 
be mindful, you are still only an assistant. My assistant, and when we're 
together, you answer to me.” 

The corner of his mouth twitched, inciting her more. 

“In an hour, this show will be finished, but your work will only be 
starting. Beginning with removal of all temporary cameras, reviewing 
present security and paperwork for all extras,” she instructed. 

“What about the tapes?” he asked. 

“Tl take care of the tapes.” 

“Rachel, it doesn’t have to be this way,” he innocently pleaded. 

“Yes, it does. I'm your boss, and I'm not doing the paperwork,” she 
answered, knowing full well he wasn't referring to her instructions. “I 
want that paperwork no later than six tonight. So I suggest you get 
going.” 

They set out in different directions, Rachel sipping her tepid coffee. 
She hated cold coffee, but not as much Robert Patterson. “Little 


fucker.” 


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT 


The weekend came and went without incident as Liam poured over and 
over again the diary left behind by Edward Pickett. He tired making 
sense of the entries, coupling them with the information provided by 
Chandler. Still he was coming up short. He needed help. “Gnome” kind 
of help. He checked the clock and decided four in the morning was an 
appropriate hour to rouse the Gnome. 

“And it’s a good morning to you, Rouch. Liam here. I need some 
help. Yes, Yes, I am very aware of the hour. I don't care what youre 
doing, or who, Yes, it is important. So off your arse and get to the office 
like the good little lad you are. Let me add, it is not only I that requires 
your aid, but that of our esteemed boss, Miss Tanner Shea. Therefore, 
my young friend, should you desire to maintain the position that pays 
you so well for so little effort, I suggest that you respond with a little 
haste and dispatch.” 

“Yes, I said earlier I was aware of the time. How perceptive of you 
to recognize that fact. I will see that you receive a gold star on your 
next report card. Just get off of your arse and get to the office. Call me 
at home as soon as you arrive. Yes, I’m at home. A place you might be 
soon and for a longer period than you desire if you don't get down to the 
office immediately. Now, be gone, you!” Liam encouraged in a tone the 
Gnome knew he meant business. 

He gave Erwin Rouch approximately forty-five minutes to make 


it to the office, and in that he had time to digest a favorite: Two ham 
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sandwiches topped with his favorite tangy mustard. Along with the 
sandwiches he reexamined the diary and the oriental angle once again. 
He was in the process of reading Pickett’s diary when the phone rang. 
“Yes. Well, it’s about time, Erwin. No, I don’t want to hear your 
mournful tale. This is what I want you to do. Listen carefully and 
take this down. I don’t care with what. Cut yourself and bleed on 
something, just scrawl the questions in your own blood. I don't care. 
No, I’m not in a bad mood. I’m tired. I’ve been up for two days and I 
am in need of things that only you and your magical fingers can obtain 
from that infernal contraption called a computer. Now, I want you to 
call Chicago and get in touch...We've been over this time thing already, 
Erwin. We have covered that. Just listen, then ask questions when I am 
through. Get in touch with the Colonel something or other. You know 
the head guy at A.S.S. I just love that name, don't you? Harnish is I 
believe his last name. A former Marine. Tanner's friend works there. 
Rachel something. You have the file...Right? Rachel Bennett. And 
the Colonel...Right. Just call him and get a list of all of the attendees 
at the stamp show in Indianapolis. If he doesn’t have it, call the hotel, 
and obtain the name of the organizer of the show. Call him, he will 
have...Better yet, do that, call the head honcho of the show and get all the 
names and addresses, etc., etc., etc. of anyone with an oriental sounding 
last name. Yes. Korean, Chinese, Japanese, Malaysian, I don’t care. Ifit 
sounds oriental, I want it. Names, addresses, phone numbers, next of kin, 
anything on the applications, etc., etc., etc. The whole ballgame...Erwin, 
have you ever seen the King and I? Never mind. Just do it. I don’t care 
if he screams at you. He is a long way off. I am closer. Just who do you 
think can do the most harm? Now get to work. Run everyone through 
your friend, the big white box. I want to know about everyone on your 
list. I want to know if they are native born, or what country they come 
from, where they live, work, play, how many children, wives, mistresses, 
boyfriends, etc. Everything; how much money they have in the bank, 
in the stock market, cookie jars, suits filed, pending, settled, everything. 


Understand? Reach me as soon as you have it all.” He took a moment 


to catch his breath before he added, “Oh, one more thing, Check that 
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composite drawing Tanner faxed to us over the weekend. I need to know 
if any data base has anything remotely similar to that drawing. If they 
do I require a complete dossier. Oh, and just one more thing. Yes, this 
will be the last; when you talk to the Colonel, get a complete history of 
that Robert person. Yes, the girl’s assistant. Yes, I know why I want 
the information, because Tanner asked for it. That in itself should be 


sufficient. Yes, now if you get anything soon, call me.” 


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE 


Tanner checked the address again, and then found a place to park her 
rental car. She might as well have been in Indiana, for the weather in 
Richmond was as finicky. Rain threatened what had promised to be a 
sunny Monday morning, She only hoped her unannounced visit to Drew 
Kincaid’s residence didn’t spawn another cold front. 

Backtracking from her car to a house on the circle that overlooked 
Robert E. Lee’s statue, she surveyed the surrounding Georgian and 
Federal style homes, only imagining the people that occupied them. 
“Nice,” she murmured as she pushed open the wrought iron gate that 
bordered the property. She walked up the brick steps to a black front 
door that seemed twice the normal size. She waited after ringing the 
door bell. No answer. She rang again, and attempted to peer inside one 
of the beveled sidelights, when the door suddenly opened. 

Drew Kincaid filled the door opening wearing only a pair of nylon 
sweat pants and the same smirk of their last meeting. Tanner considered 
it was permanent. Sweat rolled down his smooth chest, disappearing 
into the waist band of his pants. 

“Agent Shea? What a pleasant surprise.’ His timber was low and 
teasing. He smiled at her lingering stare in the direction of his waist. 

She bit her tongue and stifled the need she had for a comment 
concerning the chilly weather and the need for more clothing. Instead 
she put on her serious professional face. “Good morning, Mr. Kincaid. 


I hope this isn’t bad timing, but I was wondering if you could spare a few 
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minutes. I need to ask you more questions regarding the missing Faberge 
Egg, and those on loan from Russia.” 

He stepped aside and allowed her entry into his home, then led her 
through one of the two archways into the adjoining oval parlor. 

Unlike his office, it seemed everything had a place and was in that 
place. The immaculate condition of the parlor and its neoclassical Louis 
XVI furnishings were a perfect example. Paired sofas, separated by 
an oval coffee table, were upholstered in yellow damask and flanked by 
emerald green side chairs. An ornate wainscot concealed storage doors 
in the four rounded corners of the room. The large, arched window 
allowed enough natural light to flood the room during the day, and 
at night the twenty-eight candled chandelier created the enchanting 
ambiance intended. 

Drew directed Tanner to one of the sofas and took his place across 
from her on the other. She was unsure if she should sit on the pristine 
looking fabric, until she watched Drew flop onto his cushion. But still 
she delicately perched on the edge. Folding her hands on her laps, she 
looked over towards the fireplace. It wasn't the fireplace that caught her 
eye. 

“You wanted to know,” Drew prompted. 

“Yes,” she replied in an absentminded voice, studying the painting 
above the mantel. She inwardly pinched herself to reality and focused 
her attention on the equally disturbing museum director. “Have you 
spoken to Mr. Shishkova?” 

ies, 

As typical of their first meeting, he wasn't in a volunteering mood. 

“Would you mind sharing your conversation?” 

“No,” he lied. He did mind. 

“Mtr. Kincaid, I would appreciate a little cooperation.” 

“Ask specific questions, and you shall receive specific answers, Agent 
Shea.” He pushed himself up from the sofa and walked to the staircase 
in the foyer. “Coffee's in the kitchen. Help yourself.” 
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Tanner walked into the foyer and looked up at.him at the top of the 
curved staircase. “Mr. Kincaid...” she began in a tone he knew meant 
business. 

He stopped and glanced her way. “Mr. Shishkova is at the museum 
this morning. Hearing it from the horse’s mouth should be most 
beneficial to you.” 

Better than the horse’s ass, she thought to herself as she watched 
him disappear and kicked herself all the way to the kitchen where she 
found every amenity a person would want for preparing food. As she 
poured herself a cup of coffee, above, old pipes griped and moaned as 
Drew started the shower. Tanner meandered through the dining room 
back into the parlor. With trepidation, she approached the fireplace and 
the watercolor above it. It was a picture of an old mill. The technique 
of the artist was as unmistakable as the subject. Her eyes drifted to the 
corner, where it was signed, D.K. 

Suddenly her stomach was sour and her head light. She sought relief 
by sitting in a chair in front of the fireplace. Her limbs were chilled and 
her face flushed. Outside of her ex-fiancé, Drew Kincaid was the only 
other man to have that effect on her, and she hated herself for what she 


considered a weakness. 


GIA Paros FibRaaY 


Vassily Shishkova stood with his hands clasped behind his back, and 
when addressed by the museums chief of security, he acknowledged with 
a curt nod. To Vassily, his courtesy and cooperation in the matter of 
the missing Egg was more out of formality that concern. Of course, the 
Faberge Egg, all Faberge items, really, were national treasures, and losing 
even the smallest of those was worse than the mighty Soviet Union's 
collapse at the end of the Cold War. So recovery was important, but not 
life threatening, unlike the other missing artifact. 

He listened patiently as Thomas Harvey explained the procedure 
for securing the remainder of the Faberge exhibit. At the suggestion of 
Drew, Thomas put his most experienced personnel into street clothes 
in order to blend with the patrons. Traditionally, the museum guards 
were clad in gray pants, blue blazers, and a conspicuous presence. Drew 
was seriously considering doing away with the uniforms for the majority 
of the staff, relaxing the atmosphere for the public to enjoy the exhibits 
without the threat of intrusion from an obvious security staff. 

After half heartedly listening to the dull details of security, Vassily 
gave his standard nod. “If it is possible to see the video tapes leading up 
to and after the disappearance of the Egg?” he asked, only a hint of an 
accent. 

“The police are reviewing all tapes.” 

“Backups?” 

“Backups, too.” 
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Vassily nodded again. 

“Perhaps I can arrange a meeting with Detective Dugger so you 
can review the tapes?” Harvey offered, hoping that would appease 
Shishkova. 

There was a heavy, uneasy silence between the two when Drew and 
Tanner walked into the room. The usually furrowed brow of Vassily 
Shishkova softened as he took in the attractive redhead. Tanner sensed 
his stare and confronted him with a stunning smile. Outwardly he 
relaxed even more and returned the favor. Lined creases framed his 
generous mouth as he extended a powerful hand towards her. 

“Agent Tanner Shea,” she introduced herself. 

“Vassily Shishkova,” he replied. His voice was melodic like his 
name. 

Her handshake was firm, showing no sign of intimidation. 

They stared at each other for a moment, as if they had met somewhere 
before, but were unable to say where or when. Tanner withdrew her hand 
and studied Vassily as he greeted Drew with a hearty handshake. He was 
a big man, but not quite as large as Detective Dugger, but powerful none 
the less. His posture suggested he was a natural leader, used to giving 
instead of taking orders. His face was hard and weathered, matching 
his hands, reminding Tanner of those that worked the farm back home. 
Though his green eyes twinkled beneath heavy wooly worm eyebrows, 
she was sure they had witnessed their share of cruelty and tragedy. 

“I have arranged for my assistant to join me so we might conduct our 
share of the security,” he informed Drew, trying to infer his security was 
for the items belonging only to the Armory Museum and not the other 
Faberge items under the care of Drew Kincaid and his staff. 

Drew caught the underlying meaning and answered with the standard 
Vassily nod. “When can we expect your assistant, Mr...?” 

“Andrei Savov. He is enroute. By tomorrow, I’m sure.” 

“Mr. Shishkova,” Tanner began, “I was wondering if I might ask 
you about the Faberge Eggs you have been so kind to exhibit in this 
country?” 


He gave a quick nod. “Da.” 
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She turned to Drew and asked, “Is the exhibit ready for viewing?” 

He nodded. 

“May we?” 

“Of course. I’m sure Mr. Shishkova will show you the way,” Drew 
dryly offered and abandoned her to the Russian. 

She couldn't tell if he was put out or just preoccupied. Vassily 
extended a courteous hand in what she assumed was the general direction 
of the exhibit. Their walk to the West Wing was quiet, except for the 
patter of Tanner's loafers. 

Upon entering the marble hall, four sentries positioned around 
the exhibit snapped to attention at the sight of Vassily. He muttered 
something in Russian and the guards relaxed their positions, putting 
their backs against the sandstone pillars. 

The bronze and copper case was impeccably decorated with red 
velvet and glass so squeaky clean; one could see their own reflection. On 
the lower tier of the case, four Faberge Eggs were perched. Strategically 
placed amongst them were enameled parasol handles, hat pins and 
jeweled picture frames, along with several miniature eggs. On a shelf 
that was suspended and supported by gold chains, sat the five Eggs the 
Virginia Museum of Art displayed permanently. In the middle was the 
Revolving Miniature Egg, flanked on both sides by the Red Cross, Peter 
the Great, Pelican and Czarevitch Eggs. 

Vassily Shishkova stepped to the case and looked down at Tanner. 
She lifted her eyes to his face. His laugh lines deepening. 

“Beautiful, no?” 

“They are,” she commented, trying not to gush over the beautiful 
colors and intricate designs before her. “Tell me about the Faberge Eggs 
you brought for the tour?” 

In a hushed voice, he briefly explained the history of the House 
of Faberge. “As you know, we brought five Eggs, one is missing, The 
remainder are from the oldest museum in Moscow, The Armory. In the 
fifteenth century it was called Vazennaya Palata. It was where the Tsar's 
treasures were stored. No different from today. “Here,” he pointed to the 


Moscow Kremlin Egg, “is the Kremlin with Annunciation Cathedral. 


160 | Lori Evans 


When one looks into the dome, they can see a painting showing the 
inside decoration. This Egg was presented in 1900. It is also a music 
box.” 

On the opposite side he pointed to the Trans-Siberian Railway Egg. 
A large silver egg mounted on white onyx, it had an engraved route of 
the Trans-Siberian Railway in the year 1900. 

“The only way to see Siberia,” Vassily remarked. 

The most distinctive feature was the assembled miniature train in 
front of the Egg. The platinum engine had a ruby lantern and led five 
golden coaches, with a chapel coach in place of the traditional caboose. 
A tiny gold key was used to wind up the train. 

“The Alexander Palace Egg had five tiny watercolor portraits of the 
children of Nicholas II and Alexandra, and tucked inside was a replica 
of the Alexander Palace in Tzarskoye Selo and its gardens.” 

Tanner marveled at the intricate details of all the miniature 
structures. 

“The final Egg is the Memory of Azov. It was a cruiser that Nicholas 
II used to tour the world.” 

“From what I've seen of the Steel Military Egg, it’s much less delicate 
than the others,” Tanner remarked. 

“Like the person who stole it.” 

“Why would anyone want that particular Egg?” 

“Because it was there to take.” 

“What little secret does it house?” 

For a moment his green eyes flashed a fact that didn’t elude Tanner. 
“Only a small portrait on an easel that depicts Nicholas II and his son at 
the front,” he answered with a slight discomfort in his tone. 

Tanner moved toward the back walls of the hall where pictures were 
displayed showing the history of Nicholas II and Alexandra, as well as 
Carl Faberge and the craftsmen responsible for the brilliant objects on 
display. 

Vassily cautiously followed. 


“Mr. Shishkova, what can you tell me about your security detail?” 
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“All hand picked by me. The men are former officers in the Soviet 
Army, with impeccable service records. Why you ask?” 

“According to the security tape, the man that followed Mr. Mason 
was dressed exactly like those in your security detail.” 

He showed little emotion. “As you know, I have yet to see the tape. 
I cannot make a determination until I view it.” 

Neither had Tanner, but Dugger was kind enough to keep her 
updated on little details. “How many men do you have on this particular 
detail?” 

“Twelve. They rotate and split the detail for the inside during hours, 
and for the outside, after hours.” 

“So, during the evening hours, sentries are posted on the perimeter 
of the museum?” 

“Da.” 

“What exactly is Mr. Savov’s roll in the security of these Faberge 
pieces?” 

“He is usually in charge of the men and rotations. I am covering for 
him until he arrives, and then I will turn my full attention to assisting 
you in any and all ways in the recovery of the Steel Military Egg.” 

“If Mr. Savov is in charge of the men and rotations, why isn't he 
here?” 

“He was called away on personal business. He will return soon. In 
the meantime, how may I assist you?” 

“T appreciate your willingness to assist, but we also have to be mindful 
of the homicide investigation, of which neither of us has any jurisdiction. 
We can only hope not to step on each others toes.” 

“Of course. We will be discreet.” 

“Tm sure you will,” she responded, trying to suppress the suspicion 
gnawing in her stomach. 

She successfully retraced her steps to find Drew Kincaid in his office 
pouring over a mound of paperwork that rivaled hers. The office had 
changed since her last and only visit. Gone were the boxes and clutter 
from moving, and most noticeably, the foul air that lingered after puffing 


on Old Commander. The thought of fresh air improved her mood. 
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“Finished?” He inquired without looking up. - 

“Not quite,” she answered, narrowing her gaze as she took in a 
painting that was an exact replica of the one she had hanging in her 
office. “I'm going with Mr. Shishkova to meet Detective Dugger and 
look over the security tapes.” 

“Do you. know when you'll be back?” 

“No. I’m sure we won't be long.” 

“Not to worry. I'll catch a ride home with a staff member.” 

“No.” She winced at the anxiousness in her tone. “I'll be back in 
time.” She waited a moment and deliberately lowered her voice. “I 
brought you, I'll take you home.” 

“Fine. Then I guess I owe you dinner,” he countered, not to be out 
done. 

“That's not necessary,’ she protested as Vassily entered the office. 

“There you are, Miss Shea,” Vassily noted. “Ready?” 

“Yeah. Let me get my coat and we'll be on our way.” She yanked on 
her overcoat and turned to Drew. “T'll see you later, Mr. Kincaid,” she 
informed as she walked out the door. 

He waited for them to leave before lifting his head. He listened to 
the staccato rhythm of Tanner Shea's gait, picturing her proud carriage 
as she left with Shishkova. The thought of Vassily Shishkova caused his 
chestnut brown eyes to darken. Vassily’s dispassionate attitude toward 
the missing Faberge Egg was disconcerting to Drew. For as reserved 
as Drew was, he had a passion for finely crafted pieces and beautifully 
brushed works of art. 

Through experience, he understood the meticulous manner in 
creating from the imagination. On one hand, the pleasure derived from 
finishing a piece, and on the other, realizing the agony of not capturing 
what was originally imagined. Drew felt with every creation a portion 
of the artist's soul was revealed, and on many occasions, he himself had 
been bare to the core. A vulnerability he freely shared with his mother, 
and failed miserably to relate to his father. 

From early on, Drew Lyle Kincaid was destined to create. Desperate 


to find his niche within an overachieving family, Drew turned to the 


StampeD Out | 163 


arts, finding distinction for his creativity and solace from his boorish, 
politically entrenched father. 

The middle of three boys, he never quite fit into the boisterous world 
of football or the cut throat leanings of politics. Instead, he preferred the 
grace of dance, the drama of the theater and symphony, but particularly 
he was captivated by the blended colors of oils on canvas, the simplicity 
and complexity of sculpted designs. 

Albert Kincaid thought these tendencies peculiar, and on more than 
one drunken occasion, referred to Drew as his daughter. Refusing to 
believe that a son like that could have come from his loins. He had two 
sons. [wo manly sons. 

He often accused and chastised Ruth for pampering and indulging 
their middle child. As she did with everything, Ruth would gently 
pacify and create space between the warring factions. Behind what many 
considered a timid fagade, stood a charismatic and strong willed woman. 
A woman, that many behind the scenes knew, controlled the destiny of 


her politically active family. 


Her old family money afforded her husband the political career he 
enjoyed for a number of years. He started honing his political skills by 
accepting the appointment of County Administrator of Sussex, and then 
moving onto the General Assembly and the House of Burgesses. There 
he worked his way through the ranks, earning him the most powerful 
position in the legislature, the Governor's Assistant. 

The raising of their three sons rested squarely upon the shoulders 
of Ruth Barrington Kincaid, and raising children of privilege was 
something she knew quite a bit about. Spoiled beyond reason, Ruth 
was the only daughter amongst four sons of the former Governor of the 
Commonwealth, Marshall “Skillet” Barrington and wife Marilyn. 

Skillet was best known for his homespun tales of family glory and 
lavish political parties, where he served up not only his famous skillet 
fried chicken but political enemies, as well. Anyone who was anybody 


attended the exorbitant affairs. The elders wanting to see and be seen. 
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While the offspring set their sights on the best catch, and Ruth was no 
exception. : 

A fetching beauty, with cool blue eyes was pursued by the finest of 
Virginian gentlemen, but one stood out. One that paid little attention 
to her obvious flirtations. He busied himself networking the Good Old 
Boy establishment to lay tracks for his own political climb. He hadn't 
time for the pampered daughters of the obscenely wealthy. Though he 
quickly learned, under the sly self serving tutelage of Ruth, that if he 
wanted a place at the Commonwealth's political table, he had to be linked 
to a pedigree. 

Linked they were, in a wedding reserved for royalty. As far as Ruth 
was concerned it was her only day of wedded bliss. She knew from the 
get go that Albert had more than a tendency to indulge in acts of sinful 
deceit, but then there were those private moments when he would stoke 
and keep the home fires burning, and all would be fine, until he relapsed, 
which was often. 

Having children provided Ruth with not only an outlet for her 
nurturing spirit, but a barrier between her and her unhappy marriage. 
Like her husband’s blossoming political career, she used her well 
connected savvy to shape, and when necessary, manipulate the lives of 
her three sons. The oldest and youngest fell into line with their father 
and followed his lead into the fray of politics. They enjoyed the port and 
cigar crowd, hanging onto the every word of statesmen, as they shared 
war stories from the legislature. 

That brought great pride to their father, in not only exhibiting an 
interest in similar careers, but also their love of sports, football and 
basketball respectively. They won scholarships for their athletic prowess, 
but worked diligently at those things that didn't come so easily; their 
studies. When a quiet, unassuming hand was needed for confidence or 
guidance, they knew to turn to: Ruth. 

From early on Drew knew where his bread was buttered. When the 
others were interested in goal line stands and hoops, Drew would escort 
his mother to the ballet, theater, museums and any cultural event that 


didn't have political ties. She honed his musical skills and encouraged 
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his love of watercolors with trips to Europe and private lessons. It was 
on one of those junkets to Greece that he took his first bite of political 
cuisine, more specifically, the philosophy of Aristotle. 

After returning home, he announced that up until that point 
the college major that had been undeclared would be that of political 
philosophy. 

“Finally.” His father declared. “You've come to your natural 
senses.” 

His mother didn’t take it hard, for she knew the difference in science 
and philosophy, and so did Drew. After studying the teachings and 
political leanings of the great philosophers, Drew knew even more than 
before that a career in politics could be left in the hands of his father and 
two brothers. 

Instead, he concentrated on his passion for the history of art. He 
took into account Aristotle teachings, in particular, “What we learn to 
do, we learn by doing.” Therefore, he eked out a modest living selling his 
watercolors to further his education and receive a second degree in art 
history. 

With that all mighty paper in hand, doors opened. Eventually 
leading to his own gallery, consultations with the world’s most renowned 
museums and finally a coveted directorship. Along the way, he never 
forgot those who patroned his small space at earlier galleries. Those like 
Sophie Shea and her favorite portrait of her daughter. 

He thoughtfully stoked his pipe and recalled Tanner's face, then 


and now. 


CHAPTER ITHIRTY-ONE 


Tanner sat impassively, watching what seemed to be the umpteenth 
surveillance tape from the museum. They played like a bad “B” movie. 
Scratchy, poor lighting, and above all; no plot. The only time she leaned 
forward with interest was when Mason entered the room of his death 
and shortly thereafter a man of average height followed. He was dressed 
in the same military overcoat and hat as Vassily’s sentries. His cover was 
pulled low, revealing a patrician nose, one too pretty for a man, and a 
neatly trimmed black beard. 

Tanner manipulated the tape to that spot several times, watching it in 
regular speed and then slowing it to a crawl, taking in every detail, much 
to the consternation of Vassily, who on more than one occasion checked 
his watch. A fact that didn’t elude Tanner or Dugger. So, she dragged 
the process on even longer by viewing the tapes again, watching them in 
sequence as if she were walking through the museum herself. She was 
looking for specifics. When he entered and when he left. Neither could 
be found. 

The only thing she noted, to herself, was that as he walked he seemed 
to favor his left side. Only slightly. She looked for that in the other 
tapes, but found nothing. Where did he come from? Where had he 
gone? Who was he? 

Tanner leaned back in her chair and rubbed her eyes, then peeked 
into her Styrofoam cup. It was empty, much like her stomach. Dugger 
noticed and filled the white cup with steaming black coffee. 
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“How clumsy of me to allow your cup to become empty. I'm afraid 
my skills as a host are lacking,” Dugger boomed. He offered the pot to 
Vassily who graciously declined. 

“It seems we're behind the proverbial eight ball on this, Dugger. This 
man is like the Phantom. In and out with no trace of ever being there, 
except for a few snippets on this tape. And of course, a dead body left 
behind.” She sipped her coffee with trepidation. “What have we learned 
of Mr. Mason’s demise?” 

“He died from being yoked,” Dugger plainly stated. 

“What about the hat pin?” 

“Postmortem.” 

“Terrific. A killer with symbolism.” Tanner looked to Vassily. “You 
can jump in anytime.” 

His bushy brows knitted as he carefully chose his words. “It is 
not the part of myself or my government to pursue this killer. Only 
to provide you with information that might be helpful in regards to 
recovering the Faberge Egg. Regrettably, I cannot help you with the 
identity of the man in the tape. He is not part of our guard. You will 
notice, he has a beard. All sentries are required to be clean shaven. He 
is not ours.” He presented his best poker face, hoping not to betray the 
fact that he did indeed know the man. Riley's man. 

Maybe like the weather, it was a Russian’s nature to be cold. Tanner 
didn’t know, but being a woman, she occasionally called upon her natural 
feeling of intuition, to size up a situation and people. At this point, she 
was positive Vassily knew more than he was letting on, but, as she was 
prone to do, she would wait for the proper moment to push his buttons. 
She turned to the imposing Dugger. 

“T take it Mr. Collins has the pertinent information?” She asked in 
a low voice. 

“Yes,” Dugger afirmed. 

“Is there a ladies room near?” 

“Outside the door, go left and down at the end of the hallway.” 

“Thank you.” She gathered her belongings and left the two men to 
their thoughts. 
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Each looked at the other, with Dugger offering coffee and Shishkova 
shaking his head. , 

Inside the ladies room, Tanner dialed out on her cell phone and 
almost immediately was greeted by Liam's terse hello. 

“What? Working too hard?” she teased. 

“Tannie? You sound like youre in a well.” 

“Yes, and they threw the bucket in after me. Listen,” she got down 
to business, “I just looked over the tapes. Saw him go in, didn't see him 
go out. I'll have Dugger copy the best pose on the tape and send it over. 
From what I can see, he’s almost pretty enough to be a woman.” 

“Did any woman in the museum favor him?” 

“None that I could tell. Speaking of which, what have you found on 
my composite?” 

“That he doesn’t look like a woman. Tannie, you should have been 
an artist. Mighty fine work.” 

“Liam,” she warned. 

“You haven't eaten yet, have you? I’ve got the Gnome working on it. 
We're defining a few features, and when he has something, you'll be the 
first to know.” 

“What do we have on Shishkova? His attitude chills me to the 
bone.” She rummaged through her purse and found her Chapstick. She 
applied a generous amount as Liam explained, once again, what he had 
the Gnome doing. 

“Tt will be on your desk in the morning along with your composite.” 

She sinacked her lips. “Perfect. Then I'll see you tomorrow 
morning. 

“Be careful, Tannie. Weather’s changing again.” 


“Thanks, I'll talk to you tomorrow.” 


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO 


Captain John Robert Tucker, Sr. sat behind his large mahogany desk and 
sighed as he shuffled through the never ending stack of fives completed 
by his men each day, It was a never ending chore, that and all of the 
paper work that was the result of modern police work. More time was 
spent each day on pure bull paper work than on any attempt to solve any 
crime, What was not mandated by the federal government was required 
by the state or city. Police work, he thought, had descended to a contest 
of wills between the demanders and shufflers of paper to justify their 
existence and those who had to deplete the forests complying with the 
never ending stream of departmental forms. 

It was early in the afternoon, and Captain Tucker was awaiting the 
arrival of Detective John Robert Tucker, Jr., his son, who was known to 
turn lunch into an event. Sr., on the other hand, ate his lunch at his desk 
as he had done since his elevation to Captain. While food had always 
ranked high among his few vices, the time required to sort, shuffle and 
sometimes even read the perpetual stack of paper growing on his desk 
eliminated his opportunity to escape even for a quick bite at his favorite 
spot in the City Market just located across the street. He sighed again 
and muttered under his breath as he glanced at the old register clock in 
the corner of his office. 

“Someday, I’m going to kill that boy. He keeps me waiting at every 
turn. Just once,” he grumbled, “that boy could cease his interminable 


flirting with every skirt in every bar and restaurant in Indianapolis. 
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Damn it, he should be married already. I should be a grandfather by 
now. And his poor sainted mother...” he groused and quickly glanced at 
the clock again. “I’m going to kill him before the year is out if he doesn't 
settle down. Well, probably not, but if he doesn’t settle down, he'll be 
walking a beat,” he laughed remembering that no one walked a beat 
anymore, but his smile quickly vanished as he noticed that it was 2:07 
p.m. and his wayward son was at least an hour late. Maybe not walking 
a beat, but perhaps the threat of a tour in the horse patrol with all of its 
glamour, especially the cleaning of stalls, etc., would encourage his son 
to be more prompt. 

The Captain continued his grouching and scowling at any one who 
had the temerity to even think about entering his office. 

Thirty minutes later, Jr. tried to sneak back to his desk but was spied 
before he covered six feet. 

“Boy! Get in here!” Tucker Sr. bellowed across the squad room. 
“Youre late, damn it. Get in here!” 

“Dad,” Detective Tucker said with mock sternness, “don’t you 
know that the use of ‘boy’ is a derogatory term? Are you looking for 
trouble? Don’t you know that the African-American officers find that 
term offensive?” He slinked into his father's office, trying to go on the 
offensive and stem whatever anger his father was working on at the 
time. He learned at an early age that his father was mostly bark, and 
that offense was certainly the best defense against his father’s anger, 
regardless the cause. Detective Tucker guarded his retorts and made a 
conscience effort never to waste them on minor offenses, regardless of 
his guilt or innocence, but he could quickly tell by his father’s red face 
that judicious use of his warehoused rejoinders was required to arrest the 
pique his father was building, 

“Shut up and sit. I don’t give a rat’s behind about that word. You 
are my son and therefore you will always be a boy in my eyes. I can't 
help it if...” 

“Now, Pop, the African...” 

“Damn it, don’t call me Pop,” Sr. bellowed. “You are almost two hours 


late and I have been twiddling my thumbs awaiting your grand entrance. 
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Just where in the hell have you been? No, don’t bore me with another of 
your tales. Just listen to me for one minute without interruption,” the 
senior Tucker exclaimed as his face took on another shade of purple. 

Sire 

A pointed stubby finger silenced the Detective. “I spent two hours 
on the phone with a Colonel Harnish.” 

“Who?” 

“Colonel Harnish, your inamorata...Miss Bennett...Are you dense? 
He is not an altogether happy camper with the turn of events here 
in Indianapolis. He has called her home. She will be returning this 
afternoon. You will take her to the airport. Her arrangements made 
by the hotel. 

“My inamorata? What kind of talk is that? And what does it mean, 
anyway?” 

“Forget it. Just go to the hotel, pick her up, drop her off at the airport, 
and then you will drive to Chicago and keep an eye on her.” 

“What?” Detective Tucker was more than a little confused with the 
line his father was taking and his voice rose with each question. 

“First, she is not my sweetheart. Second, don’t you think Chicago 
is just a little out of our jurisdiction? And finally, why would I drive? 
It’s winter, the roads are probably bad and that’s a long trip. What am 
I going to do, sit out front of her office and watch the sidewalk crack? I 
can do enough of that here. I don't need the practice; you've made sure 
to that.” 

“Chicago is a long trip,” his father replied. “Go home and pack. 
Kindly stow your gear in the trunk. We wouldn't want to tip her off that 
you are heading out on a trip, also, Miss Bennett will be ready about 
three. Her flight is scheduled at 5:30 p.m. That will give you plenty of 
time.” 

“Time my foot! That will put me into Chicago way past dark. I 
don’t know the city. How am I to find her office, or her house for that 
matter?” 

The Captain reached into the top drawer of his messy desk and after 
a few tugs pulled free a street map for Chicago and handed it to his son. 
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Then it struck him as to why his son hadn't settled down. He whined 
too much. No upright woman of today would tolerate that. 

“Here. I’ve taken the time to mark her office and her residence for 
you. But you can forget her office. She is on administrative leave until all 
of this is cleared. You will note I have marked a hotel near her house.” 

“What kind of hotel? What name? I don't want to stay in some 
roach infested dive.” 

“Son, I think you are getting a little too big for your britches. If I 
have you in a dive you will stay there. It just happens her residence is 
located in a rather upscale neighborhood. Your head will rest what little 
time you spend within your room. I want you at her place at least an 
hour past lights out.” 

“I know my job, you don't have to lecture.” 

“A little testy are we?” his father started. 

“No. I just think this is bullshit. There is no reason for me to tail 
Rachel.” 

“Rachel, is it?” 

“Damn it, Pop. I just went to dinner with her, and it was at your 
suggestion. Anyway, I don’t think she is or was involved in the murder 
of the stamp collector.” 

“Neither do I.” 

“Well then, what in the hell am I doing traipsing off to Chicago?” 

“Primarily because I said so. But I believe she is the linchpin in this 
mess. Someone she knows or someone she knew at one time is involved. 
I really don't think she has a clue about who did the boy in, but she did 
not tell us everything she knew about that night. What she is holding 
back, and why, I don't have any idea, but I do think she is the key. And 
you, Detective Tucker, will find out what it is she doesn’t want to admit. 
Now get out of here. I'm busy,” Captain Tucker said as he reached for a 
stack of paper on the right side of his desk and returned to the constant 
scanning and signing of the interminable supply of paper work. 


“But Pop...” 
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“Don't Pop me. Just get to work,” Tucker ordered his son without 
raising his head. “Don't let me or the department down, Do you 
understand?” 

“Okay. But I think this is a wild goose chase. Do I get reimbursed 
or is this out of my pocket?” 

“Dont fret son. All is arranged. Just go now, hear me?” 

“Alright, but I...” 

“Go!” the Captain said with more force than was really necessary. 
As his son backed out of his father’s office and quietly closed the door, 
the elder Tucker raised his head and smiled. “Some day,” he muttered, 
“he will make a good detective; I just hope I live so long.” 


CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE 


The clouds that had shrouded Indianapolis for the past two weeks had 
broken and the winter sun placed a crystal sparkle on the frosted grass 
and trees, even the salt-streaked roads took on a brighter hue. Rachel 
adjusted her sunglasses and took it as an omen; the changing weather 
maybe, just maybe, would transform her nightmare. She glanced to 
her left and watched Detective Tucker as he navigated the downtown 
streets of Indianapolis. He drove with the skill of a race driver, moving 
the large unmarked police cruiser into any opening that looked as if it 
would propel them ahead of another car during the start of rush hour 
trafic. Must be the environment, she mused, raised in a race town, she 
guessed that everyone must grow up thinking they were A.J. Foyt or 
Mario something. She also noticed Jr. was dressed a bit more formally 
than their first encounter that afternoon. He was sporting a conservative 
dark wool suit, replete with a brocaded vest such as fancied by his father. 
There wasn't a Phi Beta Key, but she was sure that the gold chain across 
his flat stomach was connected to a gold Hamilton. 

When they first met she wasn't surprised so much as amused that 
some of the detectives and plain clothes policemen within his unit were 
all clad in jeans and plaid shirts. Maybe it had something to do with 
“casual Friday”. Hell, in all honesty, she couldn't remember exactly what 
day it was or is. She stole another glance his way. Now, he was dressed 
as he was for their dinner date. Was he trying to impress her? Did he 
have a crush? That's all she needed at the time, a cop, she thought, but 
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then, he was handsome, and very attentive. Though she was returning 
to Chicago, and he...and he...well, regardless of what the “in people” 
thought of Indianapolis, it was not the end of the world, and maybe, 
just maybe when this mess was all over...she sighed and closed her eyes 
against the ever brightening sun as they drove west toward the airport. 

‘The ride to the airport was mostly quiet, interspersed with short 
spurts of attempted conversation by John Robert. 

“So, Chicago is your home?” 

“Yes. Born and raised,” she answered, knowing they had covered 
this ground at dinner. 

“How long have you been in this rat race?” 

“Long enough to know that this idle chatter is not what is on your 
mind, What exactly is it you want? Tell me. Or do you even know?” 

Detective Tucker was taken aback by her sharp return. Damn, he 
thought. He was just trying to kill some time and fill the excruciating 
silence and she...He should just do exactly what his father had said, 
shut up and let things alone. That had always been his motto, at least 
towards his son. 

“Just drop it,” he said, not bothering to hide his wounded tone. “We 
will arrive at the airport shortly. Which airline?” 

“United,” she quickly answered. 

That was it. They spoke no more until Jr. pulled up to the departure 
lane in front of the United gate. He jumped quickly from the car and 
hurried to open Rachel's door and assist her from the cruiser. Rachel 
was wearing a business suit, whose skirt was split what seemed to infinity 
and beyond, and as Tucker offered his hand, Rachel swiveled to exit and 
he caught a quick glance of her inner thigh as her skirt rose and parted. 
He wasn't sure if the sight of her smooth thigh startled him or the fact 
that her legs were completely tanned, and it was the dead of winter. 
When did she have time, he asked himself? The idea of tanned thighs in 
the dead of winter caused his thought process to completely breakdown 
and he turned and quickly moved to his right to keep from being caught 
peeking. As he turned he bumped his shoulder into the door and almost 


lost his balance. As a consequence, he pulled Rachel from the seat much 
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faster than either had anticipated. She, to keep from stumbling further, 
clutched anything for balance. The anything happened to be Detective 
Tucker. They stood almost nose to nose entangled, in coats and arms as 
they both tried to regain their balance. 

“T think I can make it from here,’ Rachel informed as she tried to 
untangle herself from the Detective. “We look like lovers departing. I 
don’t think your father would approve,” she stated with a touch more 
sharpness than was meant. 

On that rather harsh note, Detective Tucker became even more 
flustered and in trying to pull away caught his watch fob on one of the 
buttonholes of Rachel’s suit, 

“T think we're stuck,” he said as he held her by the shoulders and 
tried to keep her from pulling back too sharply and breaking the watch 
chain, 

“Well do something, people are staring,” she hissed. 

Try he did. As his hands worked to free the chain they brushed 
against her breasts, startling him and he almost lost control of his hands 
altogether. They were pressed together; with little working room and the 
more he tried to untangle the chain the more his hands came in contact 
with her smooth skin. His face began to redden and so did Rachel’s as 
she felt his hands fumbling with the button. 

“I think you better attend to this, the chain is caught on a button 
and I would rather not...” 

“Detective Tucker, just get the damned chain unhooked and let me 
get on the plane.” 

It was an awkward affair and people did stare at the two as they 
appeared to be ina rather exotic embrace as Jr. tried to release the chain, 
and both were totally red faced, although John Robert was a much 
deeper shade. 

“Well, was it as good for you as it was for me?” Rachel asked 
sarcastically as she stepped back, finally out of his embrace. 

“Look, I didn’t mean anything by it,” he defended, fumbling with 


trying to retrieve her luggage from the back seat of his cruiser. 
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“Just let me have my luggage and leave me some dignity,” she snapped 
as she walked towards the skycap. 

Detective Tucker tried to regain some composure as he quickly 
pulled her luggage from the car and hurried to catch up with Rachel as 
she presented her e-ticket to the Skycap handling the curbside check- 
in. 

“Look, Rachel, I didn’t mean to...” 

Her postured bristled, cutting him off. 

“Have a safe trip. Maybe someday we will see each other under 
better circumstances.” He dropped the luggage at her feet and walked 
towards the car. 

Rachel, her back to him, smiled, handed her I.D. to the attendant 
and then turned to watch Jr. and his dejected demeanor get into his car. 
I’m just glad I decided to wear a bra this morning, she thought. My, 


wouldn't that have been interesting. 


CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR 


As Rachel sat between two squealing children whose parents were safely 
ensconced within first class, she began to reflect just exactly where her 
life had taken such a drastic turn. Somewhere over Gary, Indiana the 
first inkling of truth tried to make it to the surface of her conscience, but 
the squabbling children precluded the thought from percolating to the 
top, and she resigned herself to make the best of the rest of the flight. 
She closed her eyes and thought of Detective John Robert Tucker and 
his red face. Smiling to herself she dropped off to sleep just in time to 
be awakened by the announcement for everyone to bring their tray tables 
and seats to the upright and locked positions. 

It was dark by the time she located her luggage, her car, and exited 
the seriously busy O’Hare Airport. Forty minutes of winter traffic 
later and locked safely behind the door of her Lakeview apartment. She 
dropped her luggage in the hallway and wearily walked into and through 
her bedroom, shedding clothes as she moved about. She set the stopper 
and turned on the faucets to her oversized claw foot tub to their preset 
and marked positions of what she hoped would be a relaxing and thought 
producing soak. 

Clad in bra and panties she walked through her darkened apartment, 
not bothering with the lights, and opened the refrigerator and removed 
her Christmas bottle of Moet. It had gone unopened as only her mother 
had showed for her early Christmas gathering. Her father, never one to 


socialize outside his home, would not attend and her brothers had their 
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own families, and Rachel had known better than ask much less plan 
any sort of party. She was pretty much in disgrace with her family and 
accepted that fact, but her mother came and they sat quietly with small 
talk. 

Her mother, much like her father never thought it seemly to 
discuss any problems in public and to her mother anywhere outside 
the confessional booth was public. So the bottle sat unopened in her 
fridge. She slowly removed the cork, retrieved a tulip glass from her glass 
rack and retraced her steps to her bath. She lit and set several scented 
candles upon shelves situated around the tub, slipped a CD of Segovia's 
interpretation of Debussy’s Clair De Lune, turned off the lights, finished 
undressing, poured a cap full of her favorite bubble bath into the still 
flowing waters and stepped into the hot soothing water. 

She sighed and slid back and forth in the tub to get used to the 
almost scalding water, reaching forward she adjusted the cold faucet and 
eased back against her bath pillow. She poured the champagne into the 
glass and closed her eyes. 

The Moet was half empty and the water almost room temperature 
as Andres Segovia caressed the fret board and the high E string in a 
haunting melody, she sat up with a lurch sending water dousing two 
candles and onto the floor. “That son-of-a-bitch,” she said out loud. 
“That miserable son-of-a-bitch. It has to be him. He has to be involved 
somehow,” she said again. It had taken most of an hour turning the 
events of the last week over and over in her mind, but it wasn't until she 
put the circumstances with the preceding weeks that Robert's presence 
became obvious. The more she thought about it, the more she was 
convinced; the murder was not committed by some itinerant. There were 
only a few that had access to the inner workings of the hotel's security 
setup. According to Jr., it appeared that one of the dumbwaiters was 
not operating, and when an inspection of the electrical was done, clamp 
marks were found and one of the fragile wires. It was nearly severed by 
something that one could only speculate was a clamp used to stop the 


flow of the electrical current. 
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She knew about the system, and she wasn't alone, Robert knew, 
too. He was aware of her concern as she expressed her opinions to 
management that while the luxury was Old World and charming, in the 
modern crime filled presence, it was an unnecessary risk factor she did 
not think the hotel should shoulder. She was voted down by Marcus and 
for the most part she had forgotten completely about the dumbwaiter 
until Edward Pickett had room service utilize the system. 

Her mind continued to race to the single conclusion: Robert. By 
why? That was the big question. She knew some or at least a part of 
Pickett’s collection was missing. Was Robert into burglary? Murder? 
Why murder? Where was he from? Like an eel, he slipped into his 
current position at A.S.S. with very little credibility to his name. He cut 
his teeth on car shows and concerts, but soon, much to Rachel's chagrin, 
he was promoted, really a position created for him to assist her with 
her major accounts. In doing so, he had become her second skin. He 
was always under foot, being far too helpful with the primary contact, 
slithering his way into their graces and subtly putting distance between 
Rachel and her accounts. 

If the dumbwaiter was utilized it had to have been done when the 
hotel’s room service had concluded, which meant it was in the wee hours 
of the morning. That delicate time when the late shift staff had left and 
before the morning staff had arrived to prepare for breakfast. The wee 
hours of the morning...Rachel realized where she was during that time 
period...In Edward Pickett’s bed. When had Edward gotten up to take 
his shower? It had to have been after two and before four thirty at the 
least. 

Robert? Where did he fit into this? So far, his slimy conduct was just 
that. He had not shown any signs, nor had anything involving burglary 
or worse occurred during their working together at her upscale accounts. 
But then again, this was the only hotel they had worked that had a show 
of this magnitude to deal with. So in that, Robert had the opportunity 
to help himself to any of the goodies lying about, while circumventing 
any surveillance. But why? And why murder? Did she play a part? 


Was Robert, in some way obsessed with her? She was convinced he 
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was, especially since she had caught him outside her apartment a while 
back. Someone had said, or she had read that if the illogical doesn’t fit, 
only the logical will work. And within the people that were aware of the 
existence of the dumbwaiter, there was only one that had any connection 
with all of the parties. “Well, except me,” she muttered, “But I damn 
well didn’t kill Pickett.” 

Some time later, curled snugly under several blankets, the peace of 
the restful soak, the champagne in full effect, she fell asleep convinced 
that she had solved at least part of the mystery. The morning would be 
time enough to start, she tackle Robert; where he came from, what made 
him tick, and then damn well clear her name. 

While Rachel was soaking in her soothing bath, Detective John 
Robert Tucker, Jr. was slowly making his way around the corner of 
Lake Michigan. When Rachel finally tucked herself into bed, Jr. was 
circling several blocks around her apartment trying to locate the Hotel 
St. Charles, a small, but important hotel north of the center of Chicago. 
He was lost. Plain and simple lost. He had no idea what to look for 
and was unaware that the hotel was so upscale that it had no marquee. 
Its location was discreet. Armed only with the name and address he 
failed for the third pass to discern the small gold leaf lettering on the 
dark paneled door. He finally stopped behind one of Chicago's finest as 
the officer was writing a ticket for some traffic offense. Tucker parked 
behind the cruiser, exited with his badge in hand so as not to startle the 
officer. Parking behind a police cruiser when the officer was issuing a 
citation was not the best of ideas, but it was the only one Tucker could 
think of on short notice. 

Fortunately the traffic stop was routine and not long and as the 
Chicago Police officer walked back to Tucker, Jr. held out his badge for 
the officer's inspection. Patrolman Sergeant Denny Quarrel, who could 
have been a Barney Fife look-a-like, with the exception of maybe thirty 
pounds. His pale and drawn features studied the badge as if it was from 


outer space and then slowly took in Detective Tucker. 
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“Yeah? Little out of your jurisdiction aren't ya, bud?” he asked in a 
rather mini New York accent, instead of the southern drawl associated 
with Officer Barney. 

“Yep. And lost, too. Can you tell me where in the hell the Hotel St. 
Charles is located? I’ve been around this block three times. I have the 
address...but where in the hell is it?” 

“Across the street.” 

“Across the street? Where? There's nothing there but a... Damn 


“Yeah, tourists never find it unless they come by cab. ‘The 
concierge...” 

“The who?” Jr. interrupted. 

“The concierge. My God, son, Indy is not Chicago, but they have 
hotels don’t they?” Quarrel asked with a smirk. 

“Yeah, we have hotels,” snapped Tucker, not too happy with the turn 
in the conversation. Indianapolis was not Chicago, thank goodness, he 
thought, we have our own problems, but we don't need any more. 

“Tell you what, son, just leave your car where it is and walk across 
the street, the concierge will send a boy to park your car.” 

“You don't mind? I mean...to block traffic...you know?” 

“Don't worry; I'll stay with your cruiser. No one would dare steal 
an Impala, anyway. Only people that ever bought one were taxi drivers 
and the government...maybe a little old retired couple, you know, now 
that the ‘69 Chryslers are hard to find. They stick out like a sore thumb. 
You didn't have to show me your shield I knew you were a cop when you 
drove up. Ask yourself, just how many Impalas do you see that are not 
driven by cops or used as taxies. Anyway, go get your shit straight with 
the hotel people. I'll be here.” 

“Look, this is swell of you to watch the car. You're second shift, 
arent you?” 

Quarrel gave an affirmative nod. 

“So when you're off why don’t you come back and I'll buy you a beer 
in the bar. They do have a bar, don’t they?” 
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“Damn right. A good one, too. I'll take you up on that. You must 
be on an expense account. Cops can't afford the St. Charles. Go on. I'll 
see you in about an hour.” 

Detective Tucker walked across the semi busy street and upon 
reaching the dark paneled door glanced back at Quarrel, who nodded and 
Tucker entered the quiet elegance of the Hotel St. Charles. Three men 
clad in uniforms that would have made a Mexican General proud met 
him as soon as his feet struck the deep blue carpet. A quick exchange of 
twenty dollars and he was informed that his car would be parked and his 
luggage would meet him at his room. The Bell Captain escorted Tucker 
to the small desk ensconced behind a mahogany wall and manned quietly 
by an acerbic, but elegantly dressed man, whose completely white coif 
was slicked back and parted in the middle like a ‘20s bartender. His 
department credit card disappeared with the speed of light and before 
he could even ask “What the hell?” the manager, he assumed addressed 
him. 

“Detective Tucker, it is good to finally meet you, my name is Arthur 
Timmerman, I have known your father for many, many years. Though of 
late we have not seen much of each other. More the pity...but you. Just 
look at you,” said the dapper man quietly. Everyone was quiet. The hotel 
had the sound of a hospital morgue at night. Voices seemed to melt into 
the walls and floor. No echoes within the rich wood. It was all absorbed 
by the carpet and the fact that no voice was raised. 

“You know Pop? Oh,” he groaned in regret. “I didn’t say that. He 
would kill me if he knew I called him that in public.” 

“Well, I won't tell,” Timmerman vowed with discretion. “Yes, your 
father and I go back a long way together. We were in the service and 
formed a fast friendship that the years of separation do not diminish. 
While we went our separate ways we maintain contact. Spotty now that 
we have both aged, but we still write. I suppose that is something you 
young people do not remember, letter-writing. But your father and I do. 
I recommend it. He called me yesterday and made arrangements. Youre 


late, though. He said you would be here by nine.” 
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“Pop has too many secrets, and, yes, I took my time. Stopped at 
a diner along the way, then promptly got lost,” Jr. admitted without 
shame. 

“A diner? Surely you jest. Our cuisine is considered by most to be 
top notch. Your father is most fond of our offerings. I’m surprised he 
hasn't mentioned it to you.” 

“No. To be specific, he told me to get my butt to Chicago. He gave 
me a name and address, but he never told me what kind of hotel. He 
did smile when I bitched...excuse me, when I complained that I didn’t 
want to stay in a dump. That's where he usually sends me when I'm 
working out of town...to a dump, but this is a far cry from anything the 
department would ever reimburse me for. Thank god for departmental 
credit cards.” 

“Just a formality. The cards...merely for registration, Everything 
is...how do you police officers say it...on the cuff? Yes, everything is on 
the cuff. I owe your father a great deal. And in all of the years since, I 
have never been in a position to repay him. So when he told me it was 
you he was sending, and yes, he told me why, I told him I would make 
sure that you saw Chicago as it is required to be seen, with the class we 
can offer. So make yourself at home. Burford has taken your luggage to 
your room. Your key card is within this envelope, along with my card. 
Should you require anything, anything at all, please call me. The hour 
is not important. That is my direct line. I live here. It will not be any 
inconvenience, I assure you. Room service is available twenty four hours 
a day and the lounge, if you are so inclined, remains open until four in 
the morning,” he concluded. 

Jr. was a little overwhelmed. “Look, this is a nice, and I appreciate 
what youre trying to do, but I don't know. Maybe if we both have the 
time, you might tell me what my father did that you are so beholden to 
him. I've never known him to hold grudges...well, for very long, anyway. 
What did he do, let you out of a speeding ticket long ago?” 

“Nothing so minor,” he assured. “But if you want the answer to that 


question, you will have to ask your father. It is not my plan to embarrass 
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him. Leave it say, if it were not for your father, I would not be standing 
before you today. And that is the end of the subject.” 

“Alright. I didn’t mean to pry. I'm going to clean up and meet a 
Chicago police officer later in the bar. Is that okay?” 

“Certainly, Sergeant Quarrel will be here about 11:30.” 

“You know him?” Tucker asked, wondering if he hadn't stepped into 
the Twilight Zone. 

“Surely. He was to look out for your arrival. Unfortunately a man 
somewhat under the influence kept circling the same block and the 
Sergeant finally had to pull him over to determine whether or not he was 
safe. Had you not stopped behind his car he would have stopped you on 
your next circle of the block.” 

“You knew? You knew I was circling the block?” 

“No, not really, but your father told me that you might be a little, 
ah, disoriented, so we had the good sergeant, with whom we have an 
arrangement, keep an eye out for your arrival. Nothing dramatic, I 
assure you, he said in a voice a little lower than his regular hushed 
tone. 

“Well, I'm impressed, to say the least. You and Pop must go way 
back. Thank you. I have to work most of the time I’m here, so if I don't 
see you again, thank you in advance.” 

“Tm sure we'll see each other, Detective. I’m sure. Good night.” 

It was almost midnight and John Robert was on his second beer 
when Quarrel dropped his slight frame into one of the deep tub chairs 
beside the Indianapolis detective. Tucker looked at his watch. 

“Been waiting long?” Quarrel asked, knowing he was late. 

“No, just on my second beer and the first one went down mighty 
quick. Driving makes me thirsty.” 

“Yeah, well, I'm sure it does. Everything makes me thirsty,’ the 
sergeant revealed as he ordered two more dark imported beers from an 
attentive waiter. 

The two officers, if not for work would have had nothing in common, 
sat in quiet conversation as they discussed their duties in their respective 


cities. Somewhere around three in the morning, after sufficient libation, 
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the two were fast friends, and Sergeant Quarrel agreed to assist Detective 
Tucker when he could...be his Chicago liaison so to speak. Quarrel 
informed Jr. that he had sufficient time before and after his shift to assist 
in any way during his visit to the windy city. 

Tucker left the bar and returned with his notes, giving Quarrel, 
Rachel's home and office addresses, indicating that she was due at her 
office in the morning. He informed the sergeant that she was to be set 
free on leave, but that she was unaware of that proposition at the present, 
so would definitely go to the office. The question was what she would do 
after being informed that her presence at work was not required until the 
matter in Indianapolis was cleared. 

They agreed to communicate by cell phones and that as soon as 
Rachel reached her office Quarrel would inform Tucker, and if she left 
that location, Jr. would be informed and he would join Quarrel in the 
hunt. Quarrel would lead Tucker to his new location, whatever that 
turned out to be, via the cell phones, if Tucker became more lost than 


usual. 


CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE 


Sleeping the sleep of the just, as exhaustion and total relaxation took 
over her whole being, Rachel awoke with a start as her clock radio came 
to life at 5 a.m. and interrupted what she was convinced was her best 
dream ever; a sultry epic of islands and palms. She thrashed around 
in the covers of her bed as she tried to untangle herself sufficiently to 
reach the snooze button on her alarm and return to the arms of her 
dusky lover under the tropical shadows. However by the time she finally 
managed and found the alarm, she had completely lost the dream and 
sat cross legged in frustration. “Damn, that was just getting good,” she 
muttered, as she stretched. Her stretching continued for a few minutes 
as always each morning. After she completed her only form of exercise 
she padded barefoot across the bedroom and slipped on an old bathrobe 
and wandered into the kitchen to start coffee. 

An hour later, dressed to do battle with the world and armed with 
her one cup of coffee she retrieved her Jeep Wrangler from the garage. 
As she awaited the heater’s thermostat to rise at least to freezing she 
sat within the confines of the Jeep and finished her coffee and pondered 
her upcoming conversation with the Colonel. She knew it would not be 
pleasant, but she would attempt civility, at least. 

She walked into the lobby of her office with more confidence than 
she really felt, nodded to the brain dead receptionist, who did not even 
acknowledge Rachel as she was too busy gabbing on the phone to someone 
who was probably the star of the previous evening. Rachel checked for 
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messages and then returned to the elevator to rise to her office. Her 
phone was ringing before she reached her desk. Shé let it ring as she put 
her purse in the bottom of the desk drawer, placed her Waterman pen 
on her desk pad, pulled her Daytimer from her briefcase and continued 
to ignore the strident ringing, Screw him, she thought, I'll see you 
soon. She knew it was the Colonel, and she was furious at the Colonel's 
intellectually challenged bedmate for contacting him and alerting him to 
her arrival. “Damn,” she said out loud, as she reached for the continual 
noise on her desk, 

“Yes,” Rachel sweetly answered into the offending instrument. “Yes, 
sir. Ina moment. No? Then right away,” she affirmed, then slammed 
the phone onto the hook with a vengeance. “Bitch,” she hissed. “T'll do 
her in one day,” she seethed further, not so much angry with her boss, but 
with the secretary who informed him she was in the building, “Damn it,” 
she said again, as she snatched her Daytimer off of her desk and stormed 
out of her office. 

Her company digs occupied the top four floors of the old Cincinnati 
Building; the reception area and general accounting on the seventeenth 
floor. Field agent offices were on the eighteenth and nineteenth with 
Colonel Harnish’s office and that of senior staff on the twentieth. She 
stepped into the ancient bird cage elevator and slowly ascended. Colonel 
Harnish, himself, met her at the elevator door. 

“Step this way, Rachel. Coffee?” He called over his shoulder as 
he headed towards the small conference room, without waiting for an 
answer. 

The conference room was normally reserved for clients. Sometimes 
it was used for meetings or planning sessions, but never one on one 
meetings. This did not bode well for Rachel and she became angrier 
with every step. As the Colonel entered the conference room, he walked 
quickly to the coffee urn and poured himself a cup and as Rachel followed 
behind, he held up the cup in a question. 

“Yes, black, please,” Rachel responded to his second request. “Why 


are we meeting in here? Are we being joined by anyone?” 
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“No, Rachel, just you and me. Have a seat,” he ordered more than 
offered, then he handed her the bone china cup containing the company 
brew. 

Rachel took the coffee and set it on the long mahogany conference 
table along with her Daytimer. Pulling back a chair, she sat facing 
Colonel Harnish as he took his usual position at the head of the table, his 
back to the window from which one could see the magnificent skyline of 
Chicago. Some time passed as he slowly filed through several loose pages 
of notes. Rachel sat quietly, seething inside, but maintaining a calm 
outward reserve. She sipped her coffee and marveled at the richness. 
It was certainly better than any she ever made for herself and a far 
cry from the pitiful brew Elaine Brandt, their receptionist, and hapless 
child whose thoughts, if she actually had any, centered on the upcoming 
night's fun, ever made. Sometimes Rachel wondered if Elaine ever used 
a filter. Normally it was undrinkable and nearly everyone brought their 
own, but the Colonel’s was excellent. Perks, she thought. Well, when 
you own... 

“Rachel, I've spent some time on the phone since this disaster took 
place. I do not like the phone. I detest the phone, if the truth be known. 
But since your conduct has come under scrutiny by the Indianapolis 
police, I have spent way too much time on the phone discussing your 
virtues or the lack thereof with Captain Tucker. You do know him, 
don't you? Yes, Iam sure you do. Well he is not satisfied that all is on 
the level with you and the unfortunate Mr. Pickett. In conversations I've 
had with Robert he indicated he felt you were much closer to Mr. Pickett 
than normal work required.” 

She drew a breath to protest, but was cut short by a stern wave of 
his hand. 

“No, I don’t want any explanations; just sit still for a minute. After 
great consideration, I’ve decided to remove you from active field duty. 
You may, if you choose, work in the office or you may return to your 
residence. The choice is yours. Your recompense will not be altered, but 


until this matter is cleared and more importantly, our name is restored, 
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you will not be active with any of our accounts., Those will be left to 
Robert.” 

“Now, wait just a damn minute. I had nothing to do with that 
murder and you and the Captain both know that. Believe anything 
from that twit Robert...and by the way, just where did he come from? 
You just announce that I have an assistant and foist him on me. He is 
incompetent, at best, and at worst. You hired him and now you leave 
him in charge and I’m sent packing. You seem eager to accept his word 
over mine. I don’t think I will remain in the office. Should you need me, 
call me at home. I will be there until, as you say, ‘our name’ is restored. I 
think you are wrong, but you own this company, and frankly I think you 
should look at another of your employees, not me. As I recall the other 
day, you were vehemently complaining about “That twit, Robert’..” 

“Rachel, neither the Captain nor I believe you had anything to do 
with the murder, directly. However, in all that youve related, we both 
feel that you have been somewhat circumspect with the details of the 
night in question,” he stated, then quickly added, “I’m not making any 
judgment, you understand. Your personal life is yours, within reason, 
if it does not affect this job. This time I believe it does. Not only your 
job, but our company as well. There is no reason to become upset. This 
is just an administrative decision. Rest. Read a new book, or take in 
all the new movies, I understand there are quite a few that are excellent. 
The choice is yours, but as of now you are on account leave,” Colonel 
Harnish concluded as he finished his coffee and rose signaling the end 
of the meeting, not at all willing to discuss his apprehension concerning 
Robert's skills, or lack of them. 

“Don't you at least want to hear my side of this issue?” 

“No, Rachel. Not at this time,” Colonel Harnish said as he walked 
towards the door. “The Captain and I agree. This is sufficient. However, 
I do expect you to be available to go over your accounts with Robert, and 
I expect you to be professional. Though, I’m sure you will.” 

That was all he said and left Rachel staring at an empty room. 
Damn, she thought. It really happened. She thought that the recall 
would be something serious, but not this. Sure she had the thought in 
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the back of her mind, but the reality of it was stunning. She remained 
seated for some time. She was not mad at all, if she really checked her 
feelings; more embarrassed than anything. To be relieved was...Damn, 
she thought again. Well, at least the coffee was excellent. She rose and 
refilled her cup and returned to the leather chair. When she finished 
her second cup of coffee her mind was set. She would not sit idly by and 
let her reputation be sullied. She gathered her Daytimer and replaced 
the coffee cup on the service and walked out of the conference room to 
the bird cage elevator. 

She did not return to her office, but stepped off the elevator at the 
seventeenth floor and walked quickly past the reception desk, where the 
Colonel's highly unqualified receptionist sat polishing her nails while 
tittering on the phone to someone. She didn’t even look up as Rachel 
walked past and into the central filing room. 

It was easier than she thought. She located the personnel records 
and pulled Robert's file. One would have thought being a security firm 
they would have had some sort of security on their own filing system. 
Go figure, she thought, as she rifled through Robert's records. A quick 
glance found there wasn't much there; general application completed in 
a better hand then Rachel owned; a few references and that was it. 

Clutching the file to her bosom, she walked past the still conversing 
Miss Brandt and reentered the elevator to return to her office to get a 
head start on being professional with Robert. 

Rachel poured over everything in Robert's file. There wasn’t much 
there. Looking over her Daytimer she made a listing of the accounts she 
was to visit during the week. Being professional, she made a listing of all 
and what had to be done at each account, adding more time consuming, 
non-related items to each account. That should keep him plenty busy, 
she concluded. 

He was the key, she knew it, and there should be something, 
somewhere in his humble abode that was going to reflect her intuitions. 


She knew it. 


CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX 


Tanner quietly approached the office of Drew Kincaid. She peeked in 
and wondered if he had moved since she had left with Vassily, for he was 
still hunkered over his paperwork. But most noticeably, his mound of 
paperwork had all but disappeared. She took her standard pose against 
the door frame and watched him drone on. 

“I thought Special Agents were blessed with a degree of stealth. 
That’s what makes them special,” he commented, his head never rising 
to look at her. 

Just as well, she enjoyed looking at his thick, perfectly coifed hair. 
Though the cut was expensive and carefully done, she could tell by the 
finger marks, that Drew Kincaid could have cared less about his gorgeous 
head of hair. She sensed vanity was not part of his make up. 

“Before I was Special, I was a Secret,” she replied. 

He finally lifted his head and furrowed brows encouraged more. 

She pushed herself off the door frame and settled in the chair in 
front of his desk. “I was with the Secret Service before Customs.” She 
didn’t elaborate further. 

Drew leaned back in his chair and folded his arms across his chest. 
“What did you do with the Secret Service?” 

“I guarded visiting diplomats.” 

Surprising, even to himself, he recognized the slight difference in her 
tone and changed the subject. “How about a tour of the museum?” 

“T would like that.” 
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Tanner inwardly shuddered at every step she took. While Drew 
padded like a big cat, she clopped along like an aging Clydesdale. With 
no patrons, the museum seemed excruciatingly still. 

He led her into the Classical Court with its enormous columns 
and high ceiling. Dominating the court was a Roman Floor Mosaic, 
depicting the seasons. Four winged boys portrayed the four seasons, 
with Spring carrying flowers, Summer, a sheath of wheat, Fall had a 
basket of fruit, while Winter, in a warm cloak, stood beside a stand of 
fruit. Tanner smiled at the full cheeks and sweet mouths. Children 
always made the best subject for art. Their innocence so easily captured. 
‘Their eyes having seen little of life’s cruelties. 

“A favorite of yours?” she asked Drew. 

“Yes. All that I will show you are favorites.” He guided her into 
the Egyptian, Greek and Roman room, greeting them, a marble statue 
of Caligula, and the very unpopular Roman leader. He had a beautiful 
face, despite the fact that the tip of his nose was missing, as well as his 
hands. 

“While, history of Shakespeare gives us one of Julius Caesar, really 
there are two, of the second; there is only one statue that is in tact. It is 
in Crete. He was given the nickname, Caligula because of the boots he 
wore as a child,” Drew explained. 

Tanner could have read all that and more on a plaque provided by 
the museum, but somehow Drew's commentary brought to light the 
romance of the period. She enjoyed the sound of his voice, and the caring 
manner in which he spoke of the historic pieces. 

From the Great Hall they traveled to the Evans Court, where to the 
right, Tanner saw the security camera that provided the only clue into 
the murder of Ronald Mason. Drew interrupted her preoccupation by 
turning her attention to the wall of English Silver. The most remarkable 
treasure was a silver statue of Hebe. On the revolving pedestal, she turned 
in a slow sensual manner, beckoning one to partake in her charming 
dance. Her beauty was unmistakable; her upswept hair mirrored the 
flow of her garment. In her graceful hands she offered a decanter and 


challis. 
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“She's beautiful,” Tanner barely uttered. 

Drew leaned closer, his lips brushing her hair. “That could have been 
you in a previous life.” 

Dimples creased as a shy smile stole across Tanner's lips and reflected 


in the sparkling glass. 


Vassily could have sworn Tanner blushed. He leaned closer to the 
monitor and watched closely the interaction between the museum 
director and Customs agent. 

“T'm telling you, that is the same woman from Indianapolis,’ Andrei 
whispered in his native tongue. “It is her. She was with the blonde.” 

Vassily nodded. “Then, Andrei, you will have to lay low for a 
while. At least until she’s out of the way and I have talked with our 
mutual friend,” Vassily countered in a language the guard on duty didn’t 
understand. Just as well, for he would have become the second casualty 
of the museum staff. 

Before exiting the Cochrane Gallery of African Art, Drew stopped 
next to a standing female figure. The naked statue had predominantly 
pointed breasts; a goddess of fertility. 

Tanner looked passively at the woman and then to Drew. “I suppose 
that was also me in a previous life?” 

He laughed and led her to the fourth level of the museum, to his 
favorite exhibit, The Schlumberger Objects. 

Inside the dark room, objects by Jean Schlumberger, a one time vice 
president for The Tiffany Company, were displayed in glass cases that 
were beautifully lit to capture the brilliance of color and craftsmanship 
in the exotic works. Enamels, lacquers, precious and semi-precious 
stones, as well as gold were the main influences used in the creations by 
Schlumberger. 

Drew watched Tanner leave his side as her awe grew with each exhibit. 
From the six Blackamoors that wore colorfully designed headdresses, to 
the Cucumber Box of peridots, her eyes were riveted as she moved around 
the room marveling at the designs. She stopped at The Bird, a 1964 
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creation, with a breast of white enamel and wings of green enamel and 
ruby eyes that were full of fire. 

Drew joined her as she looked with fascination at the Obelisk, a 
piece that looked like the Washington Monument made of rock crystal 
and blue enamel. 

“God, I'd give anything to have one-tenth of their talent in my pinkie,” 
she said with feeling. 

“They are beautiful,” he simply stated while looking into the liquid 
silver of her eyes. “Hungry?” he asked, breaking the obvious tension 
between them. 

That thought had crossed her mind hours ago and long after the 
lunch hour had come and gone. One half of her wanted to stay, but the 
other, her more practical side opted against it, and she voiced what she 
thought about reasonable objections. 

“Thanks, but I really need to get back to Washington and my 
mound of paperwork. Plus,” she added, “The weather is threatening to 
change.” 

“Really?” was all he said. 

“Really, what?” she asked. “That I have paperwork, or the 
weather?” 

“That you prefer a frustrating trafic jam and tepid coffee to a 
wonderfully prepared meal and stimulating conversation.” 

“What did you have in mind?” she inquired. 

“For dinner?” 

“For conversation.” 

“You'll just have to wait and see,” he replied as he put a guiding hand 


on her waist and escorted her to the main lobby. 


CELAP EER] Gui vess tad 


A delicious smell escaped and enveloped Tanner's bent head as she drew 
in a cleansing breath. The steam held a concoction of herbs she had 
never heard of, let alone pronounce, and soothed the appreciation she 
had concerning her decision to have dinner with Drew Kincaid at his 
residence. 

“There's a rule of thumb for those who dare enter the kitchen when 
I’m cooking,” he notified in a voice full of mock authority. Adding a little 
more water, he lowered the temperature to simmer. 

“T hope that rule doesn’t include cooking or preparing food of any 
sort,’ she revealed. 

For Tanner didn’t know a spoon from a spatula. She barely knew 
how to boil water, which came in handy when she did venture into her 
kitchen to make coffee or tea, and that was usually on weekends only, 
because during the week, she could count on Liam to provide the finest 
of Java at the office. 

“No. No,” he reassured, handing her a bottle of wine, opener and 
two glasses. “You are in charge of the refreshments.” 

Tanner recognized the label with a smile and opened the bottle of 
Trio. She poured the white wine and caught a hint of apricot. A quick 
swirl and taste and she realized the crisp symmetry the wine was known 
for. She poured the cook his share and in a quick toast they sipped the 
refreshing blend. 
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Leaving the kitchen in Drew’s more than capable hands, Tanner 
meandered back into the parlor and to the watercolor above the fireplace. 
She didn’t know if it was the wine or the serene nature of the painting 
itself, but she was considerably more relaxed. The painting of the mill was 
done before renovations and additions to accommodate the winery, when 
the only transportation found in the area was an old buckboard. Tanner 
could vividly recall as a child riding on the rickety wagon bouncing along 
and across the covered bridge. She especially enjoyed the echo that 
rattled off the bridge’s walls and invariably she would join in the noise 
making with a hearty giggle. Her mother would always fuss about her 
excursions, but no matter where Tanner went on the farm, she felt safe 
and sound. 

Long before he was at her side, she sensed his presence. “So, you 
knew who I was during our first meeting,” she remarked, turning to 
meet his gaze. 

“Yes,” 

“Why didn’t you say so?” 

“And ruin my fun?” he teased. 

Her lips twitched and dimples betrayed her amusement. 

He stepped closer and pushed an errant strand of hair from her 
forehead, letting his fingers linger on the softness of her cheek. “I often 
wondered what you looked like after you grew up. Every time I would 
ask your mother, she somehow would change the subject.” 

“That's not surprising. Every time I inquired about ‘D.K.’ she would 
only reveal that he was an artist she met while in D.C. Mom has a 
tendency to conveniently skip over details of a personal nature,’ she 
revealed, sipping her wine. 

There was tensioned silence between them, especially so as he lowered 
his head to hers, wanting to taste the wine on her lips. He sensed the 
sweetness as his lips neared hers. An incessant beeping from the kitchen 
swayed his attention, and he reluctantly smiled as he retreated to the 
annoying sound. 

Tanner looked into her glass of wine, hoping to find an answer for 


her seemingly unprofessional conduct. She knew better. She fiercely 
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reminded herself that she was in Richmond to find a criminal, not a 
boyfriend. After draining the contents of her glass, she headed to the 
kitchen for a refill. 

As she entered Drew was slicing the pork tenderloin as butter foamed 
in the pan. He added the lightly floured slices and browned each side. 
She marveled at how swiftly he went from task to task, deglazing the pan 
with yet another Willow Pond potion and then garnished each plate with 
pears, plump baked sweet potatoes and a sprig of spearmint. He handed 
the plates to her and motioned toward the dining room, while he took 
the spinach salad from the refrigerator and followed. 

Drew softened the lighting and adjusted the stereo to an appropriate 
level to compliment the conversation. Which was sparse and consisted 
mostly of Tanner ooing and ahhing over the sumptuous meal. He 
watched with total fascination as she polished off her first helping and 
reached for seconds. 

“We have dessert,” he informed as she stuffed a piece of bread into 
her mouth. 

She stopped chewing and looked at his plate, where he was only half 
way through his meal. “Is it Jell-O?” she asked. “Because I can always 
make room for Jell-O.” 

“Close. We're having peaches in wine.” 

“Oh, well, I can make room for that, too,” she said, batting her lashes 
as she finished filling her plate. 

While devouring a bite, she watched her dinner companion 
meticulously gather items on his fork in organized fashion. She swore 
he chewed his food thirty-two times before swallowing, He flexed his 
jaw as he started the ritual again, but stopped when he saw her staring 
at him. 

“You learn a lot about people by watching them eat,” she stated. 

“Um-hum,” he mumbled as he took another bite, chewing thoroughly. 
“Do you do everything in a hurry?” 

“No. Some things are meant to be done slowly and savored. Like 
eating French food. That meal should take at the very least, three 


hours.” 
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“Just French food?” 

She ignored his underlying meaning and took the conversation in a 
different direction. “So, you're an artist, a cook and a curator.” 

“Director,” he corrected. “Yes.” 

“What happened to political philosophy?” 

“Nothing.” 

“How did you come about getting a degree in that?” 

“Youve heard of ‘Honor Thy Mother and Father’?” 

She nodded. 

“Mostly thy father. I went to American University, same as Albert, 
with the intent upon receiving a useful degree in economics and following 
up with law school, but like a lot of kids in college, I got sidetracked. 
Deep down inside I really went to study the art of Aristotle. Then I 
dabbled in art and cooking to make ends meet.” 

“Ttake it Albert is your father and he is actively involved in economics 
and politics?” she ventured a guess, but she knew, thanks to Liam and 
his private worker bee. 

“Yes. He started as the County Administrator for Sussex, and 
Governor Grandfather paved the way for him. All the way up and 
through the House of Burgesses to the Governor's Assistant. So, 
naturally, it was a given that we follow in his, or rather, their footsteps.” 

He folded his napkin and tossed it with indifference onto the table, 
terminating their present conversation, and then he gathered their 
plates and headed for the kitchen. When he returned he had two bowls 
brimming with peaches topped with nutmeg. 

“What exactly is the ‘Art of Aristotle’?” Tanner asked as she indulged 
herself with the peaches. “This is good,” she commented with a full 
mouth, 

“Thank you. The art of Aristotle really starts with Socrates and 
the Socratic Argument. The theory of ending up where you started. In 
politics, that is known as the art of debate. While teaching, there was a 
young student who sat at the feet of Socrates, his name was Plato, He, 
perhaps, was the most spiritual of the three and he wrote “The Republic, 
and from Plato came the big ‘A’ Aristotle, who gave us the categories of 
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choice for living. His theory was based in realism, and thus he was the 
least spiritual.” He enjoyed a spoonful of peaches then playfully warned, 
“Don't get me started, or I'll talk all night about politics and political 
philosophy.” 

“You and Sophie. No wonder you get along so well with my 
mother.” 

“Speaking of your mother. She's very skilled in the art of debate. 
How is she?” 

“Busy. It’s the Christmas season.” She didn’t elaborate as she got up 
and started to clear the table. 

With the dishwasher loaded, they retired to the parlor where 
Tanner was reminded of home as she stared at the watercolor over the 
fireplace. 

“Tell me about your art and how you came to know my mother?” 

He lowered the lights and joined her on the sofa, refreshing her wine. 
“I was working in a little art boutique in Georgetown and she strolled 
in.” He smiled at his recollection of Sophie's proud carriage. “I was busy 
with a seascape and she stopped and watched. She waited patiently for 
me to finish and then asked me if I did portraits. And before I could 
tell her it wasn't my forte, she showed me a picture of you. I suddenly 
became an expert.” 

He absorbed the whole of her face and compared it to the portrait he 
had created for Sophie. “I painted you four times before I was satisfied I 
had captured something special for your mother,” he revealed. 

She smiled shyly at his remark. 

“You still have that sparkle in your smile.” 

“You mean I finally grew into my teeth. Of all the pictures my mother 
had to choose from, she had to give you one where I had Chicklets for 
front teeth, unruly hair and enough freckles to replace every star in the 
sky.” 

“Yeah, they did sort of remind me of Chicklets,” he agreed. “Besides, 
it's Sophie's favorite picture of you.” 

“Thanks, That's such a comfort.” Her dimpled smile grew serious 


as she studied the teasing pout of his lower lip. 
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The fire licked across the dusty brown of his eyes and the lines that 
feathered out from them deepened in a smile as his head neared hers 
and took her mouth in an urgent kiss. She responded in kind, becoming 
pliable under his touch, as her tongue did an erotic dance around his, 
enticing more. A low moan crept from her parted lips as he sought out 
the tender flesh of her neck, drinking in her tangy scent. 

A need deep inside her pushed back any reasonable thoughts she 
had, or perhaps it was the wine, but she didn’t care. She wasn't looking 
forward, or back, she only cared about the present moment and satisfying 
an ache that was growing and becoming all too consuming. 

As badly as he wanted her, and he did, he slowed for a moment 
to look into the molten silver of her eyes, and it only intensified his 
want. Buttons, belts and zippers were quickly mastered and there wasn't 
anything between them except a primitive need. Doing his part to ease 
her ache, he placed white hot kisses down the creaminess of her throat 
into the hollow of her breasts. He filled his hands with the soft mounds 
and easily brought each rosy center to a hard peak. Lowering his head, he 
enjoyed their sweetness, rolling his tongue around the sensitive pebbles, 
wetting his appetite and hers for more. 

Though he tried to maintain his patience, his hard form ground 
against her thigh and she opened herself to his urgency. A whimper 
caught in her throat as he filled her with his long even strokes and 
her hips fell into a rhythm with his, encouraging more until they both 
had nothing to give except to lie in each other’s arms with their own 
thoughts. 

He lifted his head from the swell of her breasts, the light from the 
fire caramelizing his brown eyes. The sensuous curve of his mouth was 
exaggerated by the nighttime shadows and his bronze skin glistened 
with a thin layer of perspiration. A sudden chill crept over her skin as 
he shifted his weight, breaking their intimacy for a moment. He ran 
feathery fingertips over the sensitive flesh, leaving a trail of burning need 
in his wake. 

He gazed into the ashen gray of her eyes, and for a moment he could 
have sworn he saw her soul. She thought so too, and quickly lowered her 
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lashes, concealing the vulnerability she felt surfacing. When she gave 
him her eyes again they were stoked with their familiar fire, inviting him 
to douse the surging blaze she felt rising, 

Her lips were swollen from his lovemaking and moist with want as he 
slowly began his tender assault of brutally sweet kisses over her face and 
snaked his tongue across her collar bone. With no effort, he gathered her 
into his arms and journeyed upstairs to the comfort of his bed, knowing 
the night was only beginning. 

As they made their way, neither paid attention to the sporadic 


sprinkling of ice against the glass panes. 


CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT 


Tanner rolled over instinctively stretching muscles that had been in 
unfamiliar positions. Begrudgingly she opened her eyes and stared at 
the clock. Blinking red numbers flashed, indicating the power had been 
interrupted sometime in the night. Exactly when, she wasn't sure. Her 
attention for the better part of the evening was diverted by the warm 
sleeping form next to her. 

She lazily turned to face her companion, his deep even breathing 
undisturbed by her shifting weight. Usually the morning after was 
awkward and full of apprehension, but surprisingly Tanner felt 
comfortable, as if her place next to Drew was predestined, for typically 
she didn't like to spend the night or have a man stay over after lovemaking. 
She preferred sleeping by herself and waking up to the solitude of her 
home. 

Her inherited independence dictated her lifestyle, her total need for 
aman limited. While her career afforded a comfortable lifestyle, it also 
demanded a significant amount of her time and energy. Leaving little 
else for anything or anyone. She had never lacked for companionship, 
thanks to many of her well meaning friends, and despite their attempts, 
Tanner had managed to remain happily single, never giving a second 
thought to any notion that she was missing out on any of the traditional 
bliss of married life. 

It wasn't often she let her thoughts stray towards the idea of marriage 


or the permanence of a relationship, and when it did cross her mind, it 
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pained her for only a moment. Because she knew how Sophie worried 
about her being alone in her older years, but being alone didn’t always 
equate to being lonely. Tanner always had plenty to do and several 
people in which to share life. 

She snuggled farther down into the bed, pulling the covers up to 
her ears, feeling Drew's sleepy warmth, she studied his passive face. 
The usually deep crease between his brows was but a thin line, his nose, 
symmetrical and like the mystery man at the museum, was too pretty for 
aman. She stopped at his mouth, peaceful and pouty in sleep, and then 
absentmindedly she licked her own, tasting the residue of his lovemaking 
on her still swollen lips. 

Listening to the stillness of Drew's home, a familiar sound caught her 
attention. She sat up in a start and listened more intently. “Damn it,” she 
swore softly. Slipping out of bed, the chill of the unheated home clashed 
with her warm skin, and won. Immediately she looked for something to 
throw on her goosed flesh. She borrowed Drew’s robe and then made her 
way downstairs to the parlor where she found her cell phone in a heap 
of clothing on the floor. 

Checking the screen, she recognized the number and groaned at the 
hour being displayed. She found her watch to reafirm the time, and 
she was severely late. Dropping Drew's robe she put herself together as 
quickly as possible, while trying to dial her cell phone. She turned to 
find Drew leaning against the archway. 

“Hi,” was all she managed as she smiled his way. 

“This better be important you myopic dwarf. I told you not to call 
me until you had the goods. I don’t want progress reports. The whole 
thing, damn it!” Liam grumbled, half asleep. 

“That kind of attitude will not win you a favorable rating on your 
next evaluation, Mr. Collins,” Tanner teased into the phone. 

“And just look at you,” Liam said in a quick one eighty turn of 
personality. 

‘Thank God he couldn't, Tanner mused. 

“Just as pretty as a rose. And just where in the world have you been? 


I've been trying to reach you all morning.” 
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“T'm still in Richmond,” she fessed as Drew made his way to her, 
pulling her into his arms. “A storm flared up last night and I couldn't get 
out,’ she rambled on. 

“Never mind, sweets, if you don’t want to tell me, just say so. Did 
you have fun?” Liam lightly harassed. 

The comment served its purpose, shocking Tanner to reality. “Did 
you get anything on the composite I sent you?” she asked diverting his 
attention to business. 

“Testy, aren't we?” he pushed. “Weather must have kept you from 
your beauty sleep, too, but yes and no. We need to meet and discuss the 
Gnome's findings.” 

“Who?” 

“The Gnome. Erwin,” he clarified. “My private worker bee. He's at 
the present, or he better be, running down the details you asked for... 
Rachel’s co-worker, Richard...Right? Robert, what ever his name is, and 
Pickett. Oh, yes,” he added, “and he is trying to match the composite 
you sent with anyone in the mass data bases in which we are linked. By 
the way, you should have been an artist, Tannie. Have I told you that 
before? Well, anyway, quite impressive. Erwin should be finishing soon. 
Thope. How about dinner tonight, your treat?” he changed the subject, 
as he was prone to do. 

“Dinner? I don’t know...” 

“Course you do. You always know. And I know with the weather 
being as it is, you might have trouble getting into D.C. before the end 
of the day, so shall we say around nine? I'll drive. In fact, I’ll pick you 
up,” he offered. 

“You don’t even know where I live.” 

“Of course I do. I’m a detective, remember. I'll see you at nine. We 
have plenty to discuss. I need to know a little more about your friend. 
And since you're buying, again, we'll go somewhere fancy. The best bib 
and tucker, mind you, and, Tanner,” he seriously warned, “Please be 


careful coming in.” 
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Before she could object or comment the phone line went dead. She 
hit the “End” button and put the phone in her jacket pocket, while 
getting closer to the warm form holding her. 

“Liam,” she explained, but she was sure he knew, and didn't care. She 
held on tight, examining the parlor and its expensive art. 

“Drew?” she started, pulling away from his embrace, she moved 
toward a gilded candelabra, “How easy is it to hide secrets in art?” 

He picked up the sturdy object of her fascination and pulled out 
the candles. “Easy,” he answered. “For instance, these curved stems are 
hollow all the way through to the other side.” Turning the candelabra 
over, he pointed to the base. “One can easily bore out a section in the 
bottom of the base, placing anything in it. Repack and redo with gilded 
paint. Put a tag or certificate over the marred area to mark authenticity 
or catalog and nobody will question or remove it. Especially if the goods 
are from overseas and on display in this country or vice versa.” 

“How often have you personally seen this occur?” 

“Never personally, but I’ve identified my share of forgeries. I've seen 
the after effects of contraband being hidden in works of art. Frames 
mauled, statues dismantled and precious pieces ruined to pass everything 
from drugs to elaborate counterfeits. So, to answer your pointed 
question, secrets can be passed quite easily through art, especially if the 
art is being displayed.” 

“Like the Faberge Eggs?” 

“Exactly.” He placed the candles back into their holders and put the 
candelabra up on the mantle. “Do you think the missing Faberge Egg 
has something to do with contraband from Russia?” 

“Nothing points that way,” she lied. “I just have to consider every 
angle, that’s all. Is the museum open today?” 

“Approximately thirty minutes ago. Which means I'm severely 
late?” 

“Me, too.” 

Their silence was suddenly very awkward. 


“Let me get dressed and I'll help you scrape your car.” 


CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE 


The dismal weather couldn't damper Robert's spirits. For once in his life 
he felt he had the upper hand. He had effectively removed Rachel from 
control at A.S.S, and he was a step closer to extricating himself from 
Riley Harrington, II and his greedy “all for one” strangle hold. 

He entered his apartment, and before he did anything else, he turned 
on every light. He shook off his overcoat and the spotty snow that had 
been falling for the better part of the morning. He unpacked his Rawlings 
duffel and garment bags. He placed the suit in the closet and picked out 
a navy blue pin-strip with a light blue shirt and conservative tie for his 
first client meeting in Kansas City. He brushed off any imaginary lint 
and packed the suit along with the proper corresponding shoes. For his 
second day he would wear a more casual blazer and slack combination. 
He had it all planned, and so his packing was efficient and without 
nonsense. Besides, he had better things to do. 

Like his packing, he carefully laid out the tools he needed to carefully 
dismantle the stamps and learn their secret. From his ditty bag he 
removed the trinkets and placed them on a white plastic tablecloth. 
With an X-acto knife he slit open the pouch and peeled the top layer 
away exposing the stamps. Using his tweezers he plucked them free. 

His eyes widened with anticipation when he examined them under 
the hands-free magnifying glass. He easily saw the seam of the secondary 
backing. Placing them in a clamp he ran his knife along the seam, 


opening it up. He repeated this with each side, and with the tweezers 
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he peeled the layer away, revealing his future; one strip exactly placed 
within the middle of each stamp. ; 

He folded his gloved hands, looked skyward and said, “Thank you.” 
Of the things he recognized; they were magnetic and because of NSA 
he had the equipment necessary to read them. 

Almost trance-like he removed the false bottom of the cabinet 
beneath the kitchen sink. From there he took a zippered pouch into his 
bedroom and laid out its contents on his bed. 

Like Robert, the codes were deceptively easy to read. He liked the 
structured process of breaking codes. Like the puzzles of his childhood, 
he enjoyed the singular concentration it took to put each piece in the 
right place. 

His odd, isolated approach to things had served him well under Riley 
Harrington, III. It’s how he came to know, and now loathe Harrington. 
Not long after he had left the Special Services he joined the NSA as a 
junior computer analyst. There he volunteered to right a wrong, and 
retrieve precious information from a disk that had inadvertently been 
mutilated in a shredder. It not only sliced it; it diced and pinched the 
disk, leaving little hope for the information to be salvaged. 

After his superiors had tried every agency available to repair the 
disk, Robert was reluctantly given his opportunity, and like shadows, 
they followed his every move. 

Utilizing his one-track mind, Robert experimented by destroying 
several formatted disks, then putting them back together and trying to 
read them. On more than one occasion he obliterated the disk drive. It 
was then the powers-that-be understood the method to his madness; not 
only were the disk drives being chewed up, but the fragmented disks and 
information on them was being rendered unreadable and useless. 

Analyzing the results and realizing what was lacking; stability, 
Robert placed a second floppy behind the original to hold the flimsy 
pieces in place. It didn't help read the information, but the drive survived. 
That was good. It wasa start. It was all he needed to rid himself of the 


shadows. 
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Left alone, he flourished. Using gently applied and rolled heat; he 
flattened the crimped fragments and put them together. Studying the 
finished product he realized there were still too many upturned and 
peaked edges for them to survive the drive or visa versa. 

With each piece he decided to create a host diskette. He had thirty 
nine pieces; that meant thirty nine hosts. For the tiniest, he sprayed with 
a magnetic powder to reveal the tracks so he could match up with the 
host disk. When aligned, he cleaned off the powder. 

All complete, he carefully loaded the first, but a slight hiccup on the 
drive prevented total recall of the information. A weight on the drive 
solved that problem, and with that the data was complied, analyzed and 
eventually completely retrieved. 

An unlikely hero, Robert was summoned to meet with the section 
leader, a dour looking man named Riley Harrington, III. He recognized 
Robert's other talent, and in doing so he created a new position for him. 
The funding for this post was surreptitiously obtained, like most of 
Riley's pet projects, but none-the-less Robert enjoyed his new station in 
life. It was also where he had his first glimpse of then Rachel Shepard. 
Gary Shepard's exquisitely refined wife. For the life of him, he couldn't 
see the attraction between the two. Gary frightened of his own shadow, 
and Rachel, the exact opposite, balls-to-the-walls driven. It wasn't long 
after, that Rachel and Gary split due to yet another indiscretion on 
Rachel’s part. 

Harrington had seen Robert's fascination with Rachel and exploited 
it when it became apparent their plans required a new slant and identity 
to carry out and finish what Riley had started. Rachel's A.S.S. company 
was a great front, and Rachel herself was becoming an unwitting 
participant; a necessary casualty. 

Too bad, Robert thought. Deep down he liked Rachel, admired, 
really. But at the moment, his security was far more important than any 
feelings he had for anyone. 

With his Palm-Pilot he read the first strip. He recognized its 
contents and knew the code-breaking would be minimal. He pursued 


the first few lines, he understood the encryption used and knew it was 
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going to be easy to break, and if Riley wanted these back; the price just 
went up. 

He replaced the strip onto the stamp and packed the Palm-Pilot 
and laptop. He put the secondary backing on and secured it, and then 
he cut each triangular stamp from its mate. All separated, he set aside 
the first one he read, and with the others he contemplated where he was 
going to store them. His eyes fell to his second trinket. The artillery 
shells gleamed as they held the Steel Military Egg in place. He examined 
them more closely and gently dismantled the Egg from the shells, and 
the shells from the nephrite base. He pried them open, and rolling the 
stamps, he placed one in each of the artillery shells. Unlike Humpty 
Dumpty, the Egg was put back together again, housing a new surprise. 

Robert looked at his watch, knowing he still had things to do, and 
realizing Rachel would be there, probably early, to take him to the airport, 
he started to compartmentalize his thoughts and what had to be done. 
As much as he wanted to spend time, any time with Rachel, her timing 
couldn't have been worse. 

Before he ran out for more errands, he checked his desktop. Punching 
in a series of numbers, he heard, “All clear,” in Rachel’s voice. He smiled, 


and mechanically scurried about to prepare for her arrival. 


CHAPTER FORTY 


Liam was exhausted, as sure as Tanner was, he thought with a smile. He 
checked outside his cramped office and found the staff filling their hours 
with mundane but necessary tasks. He closed the door to their clamor 
and rested his tired self. 

The noise was dreadful, bolting Liam upright from his slouching 
position. He instinctively grabbed the phone, trying like hell to sound 
awake. “Yes?” he croaked. “Gnome, what have you for me? Good news, 
I hope.’ He nodded upon hearing the news. “Bring me two copies 
of everything, and, Erwin, good work.” He gingerly rubbed his eyes, 
checked the time and poured himself a fresh cup of brew. 

“Not much here, Liam. There is surprisingly very little on this 
Robert guy. I have a complete list on everyone that attended the show 
with any sort of oriental name. I was able to come up with a hit on Miss 
Shea's composite. Quite a hit, if I do say so myself. You both will be 
very surprised. And to be honest, I don't like where this is going. Miss 
Shea's drawing revealed a rather nasty individual. A Bulgarian that is 
allegedly a hit man on record with everyone from FBI, CIA to Interpol. 
I hope this is what she needs.” 

“I'm sure you did your best, Erwin. We may need further information 
tomorrow,” Liam concluded. “Now, don't frown. Remember the Devil’s 
work is never done. Now head home and get some rest. I'll call you later 


with the game plan.” 
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“It better not be tonight. I’m beat,” Erwin declared, “and, I have a 
date,” he said, grumbling under his breath. 
“Just the ticket to end a long evening. As a matter of fact, so do I, 


So, run along now. We'll talk later.” 


The trip from Richmond had taken longer than Tanner expected. If she 
hadn't ran into one traffic snarl, she found twenty on the way back to 
D.C. The ice storm had caught the road crews unaware and it showed. 
The ice was slowly being melted away by the bright winter sun and what 
seemed to be millions of commuters. 

She was thankful for Drew’s help in removing the ice from her rental 
that morning, and to break up the monotony of the trip she had called 
him to find out if he had regained power. 

He stated he had, not long after she had left. He was sorry she 
couldn't have stayed, at least for a cup of coffee. She was, too. Though 
coffee was the last thing on her mind. Also, she inquired if Mr. Savov 
had made it to the museum. Drew reported that Shishkova informed 
him that Savov was delayed due to the weather. That was a reasonable 
excuse, and she left word that she would try later. 

No matter how many calls Tanner made to pass the time, the going 
was slow and she didn’t arrive at the airport car rental return until well 
after four in the afternoon. She used the express check out and found 
herself seated in a cab and heading home to a hot bath and an evening 


out with the ever dapper Liam Collins. 


CHAPTER FORTY-ONE 


It was a tense afternoon drive to O’Hare. Not only the annoyance of 
the falling snow, but the incessant chatter of Robert. No matter how 
Rachel tried to keep the conversation on his impending trip to Kansas 
City, Robert pursued other topics. 

Fortunately she found a spot in short-term parking. A puzzled 
Robert pulled his luggage from the back seat of her Jeep. 

“You could have dropped me at the gate,” he said as he grabbed his 
gear, still confused as to why Rachel had volunteered to take him to 
the airport. Especially since their earlier meeting with the Colonel had 
produced venom from both parties. 

“T know, but I want to make sure you're totally prepared for the next 
couple of days,” she replied. 

Mercifully his check in didn’t take long and they proceeded to 
security where Rachel checked and double-checked his itinerary, the 
schedule of events and subsequent follow up with her client. 

“It’s all right, Rachel,” he said with an empathy that surprised even 
him, let a lone her. “I won't screw up. I won't embarrass you.” 

In an odd, funny way, she knew he meant it. God, that was creepy, 
she thought. He readied his laptop for security and nodded goodbye to 
Rachel. 

Too bad he didn’t use that timbre earlier in their meeting with the 
Colonel where he served her up as a noon time snack, and snatched away 


her accounts and any confidence she had left with their boss. Sandwiched 
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between two massive egos, she had no recourse but to relent and let 
Robert take charge of her territory until she was cleared of any wrong 
doing. Well, that was okay, she reasoned, she would have the last word, 
especially where Robert and his competency was concerned. 

“Right, well, page me if you need anything,” Rachel called after 
him. 

He nodded and made his way through security, and then onto the 
gate and the plane. 

Rachel watched him the whole way and made sure his plane was in 
the air. She wanted to be absolutely sure he was gone, and in a little while 
she would call him, forcing him to call her from the plane to be doubly 
sure he was on the craft headed for Kansas City. 

Traffic at that hour back into the city sucked. But then traffic 
anywhere in Chicago sucked. More so than usual, and Rachel made her 
way into Wicker Park and Robert's address. She made good use of her 
time, calling the Colonel and pitifully requesting some personal time. 
Without hesitation, it was granted. She thanked him, terminated the 
conversation, and flipped open Robert's file. 

His history seemed too clean, too pat. For fun and because she was 
going no where fast in rush hour, she dialed one of the work references 
listed and learned that the business had closed down about six months 
ago. She tried another, same results. Coincidence? She hoped it wasn't 
a trend, She studied the rest of his file; no living family members. 
Listed in the “nearest relative not living with you” was a Father Ormond. 
Dialing the number, she was greeted by an answering machine thanking 
her for calling “Father Ormond’s Home for Boys”. Rachel didn’t leave 
a message. 

She parked a block away on the street parallel to Robert's and walked 
up the alley. Standing across the street, she watched the activity. Because 
of the weather, the streetlights flickered their intent to turn on and 
brighten the otherwise dreary street. 

On her first visit, Rachel had noticed the adjacent apartment building 
and its security cameras, Everything she did on her second visit was 
dictated by those cameras; from parking to cloaking her face and hair 
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with the hood of her parka. She crossed the street and entered the 
apartment building. 

Inside she easily found and entered Robert's apartment. She took 
her backpack and removed a trash can bag. She pulled free a nylon 
jogging suit and changed into it, along with booties, hair cap and surgical 
gloves. She bagged her other clothes, then set about to discover who 
this Robert character was. 

Her cellular phone rang, startling the shit out of her. “What?” she 
hissed into the receiver. 

“It's me, Robert. You called and left a message for me to call. You 
all right, Rachel?” 

“Yeah. I just wanted to remind you that Mr. Allen wanted information 
on the Proximity Card Series, that’s all.” 

“Yeah, I know. We discussed that already,” he reminded. “Are you 
sure youre all right?” 

“Yes. I'm fine,” she answered, looking at his twin bed and footlocker. 
“Just make me proud,” she lied. 

“Sure,” he replied, unsure. 

“Good luck, Robert,” she said and hung up as she opened his 
footlocker. “Nice underwear,” she commented as she held up a pair of 
electric blue bikinis. 

The footlocker gave of up its other secret; the key. A key Rachel 
knew didn’t fit the locker or anything else in the bedroom. She put it 
in her jacket pocket and opened the closet doors. She shook her head; 
a classic mannequin buyer. Whatever was displayed on the dummy, he 
bought exactly that. No deviation, variety or creativity in choosing his 
attire. 

She stepped inside the closet for a closer look. Bumping the boxes, 
the floor gave. As she added more weight, the wood groaned. Moving 
the neatly stacked boxes, she saw the sawed floor. 

From her fanny pack she pulled out a flat-head screwdriver and 
proceeded to see what Robert was hell bent on hiding. When she saw 
the safe she knew she found a home for the key. 
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Sitting on the floor, she patiently went through his treasured junk. 
Then she came to the photos. She recognized thé subject immediately. 
Rifling through them, she wondered when Robert had taken them. 
Especially the ones of her in New York with Richard Stayne and Patrick 
Stone. 

She stared at that photo. “Oh, shit,” she murmured. It suddenly 
dawned on her, when the picture was taken; Robert wasn't working for 
A.S.S. 

The pictures confirmed that Robert was indeed stalking her. But 
why? And how long? She searched her memory banks, trying to 
remember if she had at any point ever met him while living or working 
back East. 

Her mind was reeling when she replaced the photos and other items 
in the safe. Like the previous intruder into Robert's world, she made sure 
all was put back in its proper place. 

She felt an old familiar headache coming back, but she continued her 
search of Robert's place. She located the false oor under the kitchen 
sink, but it yielded nothing. A search of the kitchen, living room and 
bathroom produced the same; nothing. 

Reluctantly she sat before his desk top and flipped it on. “Hello, 
Robert,” it purred in a voice Rachel knew; hers. It definitely sent her 
mind and senses reeling. 

Immediately she turned it off and stared at her reflection in the 
darkened monitor. A pity party was quickly forming, but it was dashed 
by a renewed determination. Rachel wasn’t a security specialist for 
nothing, 

She paced until she nearly wore a path in the already weakened 
flooring, Her mind was racing, putting together known facts with wild 
speculations. Killing the lights, she looked out every window, getting 
a feel tor the neighborhood Robert called home. He lived there for a 
reason, What was it? 

Economics? Certainly at the moment he could afford it. But with 


developers marching through, how long before his building would fall 
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prey to yet another costly renovation, or beautification, as the wheel- 
greased politician would call it? 

Convenience? To work, yes. Her apartment, unfortunately, yes. For 
the necessities, pretty much, yes. 

Entertainment? Where did Robert go for entertainment? She 
looked at his twin bed, and then remembered the pictures of her place 
and herself. That answered her question. 

She peered out his bedroom window at the newly renovated 
Brownstone across the alley. The back end of the building faced Robert's 
place. The lower level plain, the upper stories; grandiose to put it simply. 
It was anything but that. Rachel’s stomach started to gnaw. She wasn't 
sure if it were from hunger or her intuition. She went with the latter. 

Buttoning up Robert's place, she took her stuff and carefully made 
her way to the place across the alley. After altering the security system, 
she made her way to entryway of the apartment building, which was 
on the street perpendicular to Robert's. The Special-Lite door had a 
continuous hinge to prevent springing and was secured with a magnetic 
strip lock. 

Rachel gave a sharp punch to the face of the lock and the door clicked 
open. Inside she was greeted by the smell of fresh paint and strategically 
placed track lighting. To her left; the door for the first floor apartment. 
To her right; the utility room and mailboxes. The first floor tenant was 
the only identified occupant. 

The elevator was central with no special keying system. She entered 
the wood paneled lift and ascended to the second floor, noticing the 
third required a card for access. The doors opened to opulence foreign 
to Wicker Park. 

Before she took a step, she put on fresh booties and hair cap and 
replaced leather gloves with new surgical ones. Pink marbled flooring 
flowed into the polished black granite that protected the curved walls of 
the foyer. On either side of the double doors, sconces on heat censored 
or motion detected timers, announced a visitor’s arrival. 

Aware, Rachel froze, awaiting any sign the residents were home. 


None. She looked for a doorbell or intercom to declare a visitor’s arrival. 
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Nothing. She peered through the beveled glass to make sure no one was 
home before she breached the proximity card lock. 

Searching her fanny pack she pulled free a tri-fold wallet with several 
master plastic cards. She waved each card until one triggered the lock. 

Upon entering, each recessed lighting in two wall niches dimly came 
to life, and one expected the sleek statues they illuminated to do the same. 
As in the foyer, decorative moldings adorned the walls and ceiling. 

She stared down at the alarm pad, waiting for it to protest her entry. 
It didn’t, reassuring her handiwork downstairs was enough to silence the 
chirping box. She looked back at the elevator and wondered if the heat 
or motion detection wiring started with the push of the number two 
button? She hadn't noticed, nor was she looking for any Smart House 
technology and wiring. She made a note to worry about that later. 

She made her way through one of many archways and stared at a 
dramatic full wall waterfall that was flanked by fluted pilasters and back- 
lit by aqua lighting. She glanced at the formal living room, recognizing 
the fabrics to be Shumacher, and then she made her way through the 
dining room and kitchen to the back where there was an informal nook 
and great room with a corner fireplace. 

No need to worry about turning on lights, as she made her way they 
automatically came on, allowing her unprecedented access. She checked 
the cherry hardwood floors and walls for any noticeable sensors. She 
found nothing, 

A window stretched two stories high; a view was afforded anyone 
who stood on the catwalk above. Since she didn't have a key to the 
elevator for the third floor, she used the spiral staircase to make her 
ascent. 

Upstairs she noticed the elevator doors opened facing the massive 
window and catwalk. The curved hallway below was duplicated and 
whoever owned this place liked fountains and foliage. On the curve of 
the wall there was another peaceful water arrangement. 

Double doors opened into a sitting room and master bedroom. 
Rachel couldn't help but notice that the apartment was decorated in 
warm tones and mostly in florals. Very effeminate. The sitting and 
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master bedroom was no exception, especially the canopy bed. This was 
definitely a woman's place. Upon realizing that, Rachel had reservations 
about continuing, but she was there, and why not? 

The French doors to the master bath were open, and when Rachel 
stepped inside the flooring that was throughout the rest of the apartment 
gave way to white carrara marble with black key stones. As with every 
room, the lights came on. They seemed more intense because of the 
full-length mirrors. 

If spectacular was what the owner was striving for with the corner 
tub; it worked. A domed ceiling with a twelve-point chandelier supported 
by fluted columns and backed by more mirrors. On the black granite 
shelf, were candles that had never been lit and soap that had never been 
used? 

Rachel walked past the toilet and bidet to a set of sliding mirrored 
pocket doors. Pushing them back engaged the lights, which at that 
point was no surprise. However, the clothes were a surprise. They were 
exactly like hers. 

Opening the chest-of-drawers, she saw duplicates of her sweaters, 
bras and panties. On the shelves above; wigs. They were in different 
styles, but still in her flaxen color. 

To steady herself she sat on the velvet stool at the corner vanity 
and stared at her suddenly pale complexion. Looking at the makeup, 
it was carefully displayed, and like the soap and candles, never used. 
She looked in the vanity drawers; packages of makeup sponges, pencils, 
tweezers, nail polishes and removers were all neatly arranged. They, too, 
were new, and never used. And most unnerving, a bald mannequin head 
with a face that looked very much like Rachel. She wondered where its 
hair was. 

Fury took over and angrily she separated a grouping of neatly hung 
suits, revealing a light switch. She looked at the ceiling and vanity; all 
lights were on. She flipped the switch. 

A humming sound broke the tensioned silence as the vanity mirrors 
moved forward and pivoted outward, revealing a new collection. 


Something no woman Rachel knew would collect. 
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With trepidation she stepped forward for.a better look. “Of all 
places to have shitty lighting,” she cursed as she’strained to see inside 
the hidden compartment. It forced her to use her pin-light and discover 
someone's dirty secret. She could only imagine who, and thank God he 
was in Kansas City, she hoped. 

Behind the angled vanity mirror, were corner shelves, each displaying 
precious works of art and antiquities. The most prominent was a 
decorative egg. She shifted her attention to the peg boards and the 
proudly displayed weaponry, badges from what appeared to be various 
spy organizations, and on hooks, more wigs, male and female. On the 
running shelf below; facial and body makeup, moustaches, van-dykes, 
beards, all in different colors. There were prosthetic noses and dental 
implants. Everything someone would need to alter their appearance. 
And do what? Rachel wondered. 

She looked at the depth of the space and then the vanity. Pulling 
out a drawer she noted the shallowness and measured to the whole unit. 
Examining the outside panel, she found room enough to pop the panel 
and discovered more contraband, 

Briefcases with various debugging devices and one with a WWII 
cipher machine. “Where in the hell does someone get this stuff?” 

In one case she searched the pockets and found passports and 
corresponding drivers’ licenses. Her stomach dropped at the name and 
the face that stared back. She knew it wasn't herself, but the resemblance 
was uncanny and rocked her anyway. She stared into the eyes on the 
passport, and Robert's own vanity gave him away; those violet eyes. 

Rachel’s baby blue’s narrowed and she gathered the damning identities 
along with the egg. She knew from scant conversations with Tanner an 
Egg was missing. She checked the bottom and found a Faberge imprint. 
Eureka, she thought. 

As with Robert's apartment, Rachel made sure that all on the surface 
was replaced exactly. On her way out, she grabbed the mailbox key. She 
was a firm believer that one always learned a lot about a person by their 
mail and garbage. But she wasn't about to sift through the trash. Then 


she remembered; she hadn't seen any. 
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Downstairs she inserted the key as the first floor apartment door 
opened, She felt her skin jump and crawl at the intrusion, but maintained 
a cool reserve. 

“Hi,” the neighbor chirped. “When's Rachel due back from her 
mother’s?” 

Rachel calmly looked toward the woman in the doorway. “Soon,” 
she replied. 

The woman's smile slid from view at the obvious resemblance. “Oh,” 
was all she managed and shut her door. 

Rachel pulled free the mail and flipped through the litany of junk 
until she found a piece with substance; a credit card statement. Her 
breathing quickened and her vision tunneled at the sight of the name, 
“Rachel Rene Bennett.” 


CHAPTER FORTY-TWO 


As before any dirty deed, Robert extended his arms and set off a domino 
of cracking and popping through his tensioned filled hands. The sound 
snapped through the quiet of his overly lit hotel room, and to top it all 
off, he vigorously rubbed his hands together, producing enough friction 
to warm the cold tips. 

He took in a deep breath; more for organizing his thoughts than 
cleansing them. He couldn't remember the last time he had a pure 
thought, but more importantly, didn't care. The only thing that mattered 
was the present and the gathering of the information on the tiny strip. 

He readied his Palm Pilot. Not just any Palm Pilot, but one 
courtesy of a former U.S. government employee, an acquaintance of 
Riley Harrington, III. It was a special toy, equipped with hardware and 
software that enabled the user to manipulate without a keyboard, but 
more importantly, it had a built-in infrared port. He knew this made 
reading the strips easier. His breathing quickened. 

With the Palm Pilot in its cradle and cabled into his laptop, Robert 
readied the strip. Like a grappling hook in the black of night, the port 
sent out its signal, searching for something to latch onto. The connection 
was made, the hook was set, and as quickly as the strip was presented to 
the port, the information was gathered and transferred to the laptop. 

The laptop, another dandy piece of hardware by way of the NSA, was 
set into motion by a few keystrokes, revealing what Robert had hoped; 
codes, He recognized their encrypted form as to what they were, that 
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was yet to be determined, but using the support obtained through the 
NSA, it wouldn't be hard to decipher. After all, that was his job at the 
NSA. 

After decoding, he found the strip contained telecommunications 
satellite codes, And not just data and transportation communications, 
but military systems as well. They were high frequency systems that 
allowed communications between troops in the field and command 
centers. Perhaps the most exciting of the military systems was the one 
that allowed the US Armed Services to communicate with one another 
on a secure network. 

Robert was giddy with all the information that lay at his fingertips. 
He knew the importance, or from the other side; the gravity of what he 
possessed. 

Which system to choose? It was hard. They all had specifics that 
were important, some more than others. But he wanted something 
that would easily be recognized by the masses. Something that hit the 
populace in their everyday lives. Something necessary, or at the very 
least, perceived that way. 

He examined the perimeters of the system more thoroughly, and 
then carefully plotted his strategy to set off in each time zone a shut 
down of digital data. He picked the Asgard Series, developed specifically 
for Valhalla Communications, because they communicated among 
themselves without the use of ground stations, and they provided 
continuous and instantaneous global telephone service of all types; voice, 
data, fax and paging. 

After back-dooring through the NSA, Robert set up a series of 
relays, that, when finally traced, would lead back to Rachel’s cell phone. 
Though this was just a dry run, Robert nimbly typed out codes and 
commands, redirecting the satellites to shut down for one hour every 
other hour to affect each time zone in the continental US. Then he reset 
the perimeters to register the interruption as “routine diagnostics’ and 
assigned a fictitious name, while using Riley Harrington, III's old but 


still active I.D. and password. 
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It was all too easy. He was still flabbergasted that even after 
Harrington's retirement, something as crucial as his password and I.D. 
were still able to be accessed and used. But as long as they were the fools, 
he would play them accordingly. 

As well as with A.S.S. He dialed in and did a little housekeeping 
on his own electronic personnel file, and then switched his attention 
to Rachel’s file. He made the necessary changes to her social security 
number as well as her address to reflect the “new Rachel”. 

As with any good friend, he reached for his cell phone and placed 
a call to her. He got her voice mail. He wasn't surprised. Nor was he 
worried. He would find her eventually, along with the rest of his early 
retirement. 

Finished for the evening, he turned off his laptop and Palm Pilot 
and then sat back. He cracked and released the tension from his fingers, 
slowly rubbing them together. He suddenly felt warm and happy. He 
couldn't wait for Friday. 


CHAPTER FORTY-THREE 


Liam pulled into the sparse winter's traffic, ignoring the tiny ice pellets 
tinkling their warning against his windshield. He traveled down Tanner's 
street with surety and took notice of the row after row of townhouses 
that kept creeping over the landscape. Of course he knew where Tanner 
lived. It had been one of the first things he had done when she came 
aboard. He recognized that she was too lonely. A small frog in a great 
big pond and wanted to make sure she lived in a good neighborhood. He 
liked his boss, even though she was younger than he, but took a liking to 
her as if she were his daughter, and made damn sure that she was safe and 
sound, Through long lived contacts with the local police department, he 
made sure that Tanner's place got a “look see” several times each night. 
Liam felt or rather, knew that Tanner was a little too nice for D.C. and 
wanted to do whatever he could to make sure nothing happened to her 
that was not of her own doing, If she wanted company at night, that 
was acceptable, she was a grown and extremely attractive woman, but 
he knew she did not take seriously the lack of civility that ran through 
the country. He also knew that if Tanner discovered his little agreement 
with the “locals”, there would be hell to pay. He laughed at the thought 
as he pulled a stop in front of the semi-Victorian facade that was the 
entrance to Tanner's townhouse. 

He stepped from his pickup, straightened the crease in his trousers, 
and adjusted his tie, pulled his scarf snug to his neck and his overcoat 


together against the wind off of the river. He was fashionably late, thirty 
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minutes, and he knew Tanner would be pacing in front of the window. 
Or perhaps sleeping. She could have just blown off the whole idea. He 
knocked twice on the Lion’s head door knocker. “Big enough for a damn 
museum,” he commented to no one in particular. 

Tanner opened the door with one swift motion of restrained temper. 
mrourelates 

“But fashionably so,” he defended with a twinkle in his eye. “I am 
studying to fit in with the toney crowd, and I might say you certainly look 
the part. That is quite an outfit you are wearing. You are all dressed up 
like you are going to a fancy ball and me, an old Irish dustman with only 
my mums scarf as a bit of decoration.” 

He glanced over the black velvet cocktail dress that hugged curves 
Liam knew of and wished Tanner would not accentuate with her choice 
of clothing. Never the less, she looked stunning in the form fitting 
dress with its matching short-waisted jacket. She gracefully walked over 
the wing backed chair and picked up her evening wrap, her file pumps 
dictating her mood. 

“Liam, just knock off the poor Irish jokes,” she said, trying her best 
to hide her amusement. “I'm ready,” she informed as she accepted his 
assistance with her wrap, and took his extended arm and walked down 
the path of her home. “Oh, no, not your pickup.” 

“Yes, my sweet, and the heater is fixed and there are five hundred 
pounds of sand in the bed to help prevent skidding on our poorly salted 
streets. The only problem will be with the valet. Where we are going, 
we will probably have to park in the alley behind the joint. The last time 
I was there, the valet raised a ruckus.” 

“Tell him, to get bent, Liam. So where are we going that we need a 
valet to park this classic?” 

“Le Something,” he teased, knowing her passion for French cuisine. 
“That place on Connecticut where they have bad manners but good food. 
I know the owner, Jack David Morrison, a true Frenchman. Actually, 
he’s a lad from Alabama whose father was in the senate for several terms 
back during the Truman and Eisenhower times. He stayed after his dad 
died, and took up with the restaurant crowd. Started off selling hot dogs 
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out of a cart in front of the Supreme Court. Moved to a store front and 
the next thing he owns three trendy restaurants.” 

Not sure she believed the hotdog thing, and being adventurous, 
Tanner asked, “Just do you know him?” Knowing he would fess up. 
And he did. 

“We were in the service together. I did him a favor once and he is 
beholding. I really can’t afford any of his places, but he will treat us well, 
and it is on the cuff.” 

“I thought I was buying tonight,” Tanner remarked. “On the cuff? 
That sounds like New York or Chicago. You're a federal officer; I don't 
see...it must have been one hell of a favor. Want to tell me2” 

“No, Jack David may if he chooses. He just might. He fancies high 
tone women.” 

“High tone women? My, but I think our relationship has sunk to a 
new low.” And she thought about the previous evening and how low she 
had morally sunk. More precisely, to Rachel’s depths and still she didn’t 
seem to care, and that bothered her. 

“Not really, ‘tis just me poor Irish upbringing, not knowing how 
to act properly around me betters, that is,” he offered in his best Irish 
brogue. 

“Liam,” she warned, in a tone he was familiar with. “Just what are we 
doing? Are we going out to dinner to celebrate or work?” 

“Work” he informed. “The information you wanted about your 
friend's assistant, Robert something and that composite you left with 
Edward to run through the computers.” 

“Erwin,” she corrected. “You are just terrible with names. How 
do you survive in this business? Good thing I’m a mind reader.” She 
mocks his Irish tone, “You know ‘what's his name, and what's his face, 
and you know from so and so.” She laughed at the sight of Liam when 
he searched his memory bank for names and places. 

A glance at his profile revealed vulnerability, for he knew his age 
was showing when he couldn't remember the simplest of names and 


places. “Sometimer’s” as he referred to it, in an attempt to deflect any 
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embarrassment. Thankfully, Tanner never made a big deal of it, especially 
in front of others. He appreciated her sensitivity. 

“I'm bad with names, but very good with details. I sometimes think I 
can substitute anyone's name. ‘The sorted details are usually the same.” 

“Has anyone ever told you that you are a cynic?” she asked, letting 
him slip through the cracks on his failing memory. 

“A cynic, my pet, is merely a person with experience and I have that 
in spades. Sometimes too much, I fear. The envelope beside you contains 
little, if not any information about Rachel’s friend, Robert, your drawing 
and the info regarding any Asian at the show. I will fill you in about Mr. 
Edward Pickett, your friend’s late paramour, as I understand it.” 

“Be gentle with Rachel, Liam, she has her own troubles, or more to 
the point, demons. I know we all do, and we handle them in different 
ways, but she is a little on the fragile side. So, please go easy if you meet 
her. I doubt she would understand you.” 

“Oh, I’m wounded to the quick. Am I so rough?” 

“Sometimes. I know it’s just your way. But if you do get the pleasure 
of meeting Rachel, please be gentle. For me? Okay?” 

“Right you are. I will be easy on Miss Rachel, should our paths cross. 
Now do you want to hear about Mr. Pickett or not?” 

“Surely. I'm all ears.” 

Liam laid it all out. The house in a time warp, the diary, the story 
about the stamps and Pickett’s concern. His meeting with his ex-partner 
and the confirmation that the stamp backing had been tampered with, 
possibly an additional stamp glued to the back of the original. But 
because of the stamps were sealed in a pouch, Chandler couldn't confirm 
the backing. 

Tanner turned her gaze to Liam's profile. Putting two and two 
together. She murmured, “Intelligence.” 

“Exactly, my sweet. I didn’t think you were paying attention. You 
must have learned quite a bit on your visit to Richmond?” 

“Yes, how one can pass intelligence through artifacts bound for 
exhibition tours. What better way to pass and conceal than through 
art or antiques. But what kind of information and why? I thought that 
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cloak and dagger stuff went out years ago when the cold war ended. 
What is so important? What do we have that someone else wants?” she 
wondered aloud. 

“Think about what you have said. Let’s think about what we have that 
is so important,” Liam ventured, for he was as lost as Tanner as to why 
and what someone wanted. “What do we have that is vulnerable?” 

“Everything is vulnerable when we get right down to it. We have the 
national defense of our country, the economy, which ties into the stock 
market and free trade, utilities, transportation, communications, even 
our identities. All of these can be made vulnerable if the control is out of 
our hands. Why and what does this have to do with Asian descent?” 

“Well, let's just suppose that the Chinese or anyone wanted the entire 
missile defense system. That's a bad example. Let's say they wanted 
information on NASA's computers regarding their guidance, trajectory, 
orbital information, blue prints, fuel formulas, you name it. That's what 
they, the Chinese, or any others that want to be a super power need. 
They can target us, but can't get here.” 

“You just said it. Anyone who wants to be a super power. So, why 
not the Russians, North Korea, hell, the Sudan, they after all have the 
funds. Why the Chinese?” 

“Well, outside of Mr. Chandler and his comments, the Chinese are 
in the news, and if you look at it rationally, they are the largest land mass, 
they have the greatest amount of people, and they are very serious about 
being a world power. And you know you can't be a world leader unless 
you can bomb your neighbor. Lead by fear, not example. It worked with 
Russia.” 

“Rachel mentioned the bumps in the stamps. So whatever is 
concealed, it is a mechanism. Not layers of cryptic writing.” 

“Correct. It doesn’t make sense. And what I know about computers 
could be put on the back of a stamp. Think about it, what runs a 
computer? What mechanism?” 

“A micro chip or magnetic strip,’ she answered, Her female intuition 


linking with his gut feeling, was leading her to his conclusion. 
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“What could you store on a chip or strip like that? And how many 
stamps did Rachel see? And did all of them have bumps? Ah, we're 
here,” he announced and looked at his dinner companion, her sharp 
profile deep in thought. “We'll talk more.” 

The pathway to the restaurant was lined with the seasonal flowers, 
even in the dead of a Washington winter. The restaurant had to change 
them daily. 

As they drove up a young lad jumped to his feet and ran inside. 
Shortly, as Liam was helping Tanner out of the ancient mode of 
transportation, a short thin man, with a smartly trimmed mustache and 
silk tuxedo to match ran in front of Liam's truck, screaming in heavily 
accented English. 

“You can't park here. This is private.” 

“Here's the keys, shorty. Remember me? Now find a cozy spot for 
my truck and see to it that Jack David knows that it is I, Liam Collins in 
all his finery and an elegant lady entering his run down café. Be quick 
about it,’ Liam instructed, while Tanner smiled and tried to shrink 
away. 

Liam turned, leaving the impeccably dressed man sputtering to 
himself. “It’s tough to get good help. Jack David has been through one 
man after another, looking for a Frenchy that is not consumed by his own 
importance. Believe me, they are hard to find.” 

“You are a confirmed cynic, sir.” 

“I'm proud of it, too. Now, let's leave this cold parking area before 
Froggy has a stroke.” 

“Frenchy? Froggy? Has anyone ever mentioned that you might also 
be a bigot, Liam?” 

“Only people enamored with the French. I am quite tolerant with 
all other peoples of this world,” he defended as they walked under the 
portico and into the restaurant. 

The entrance of Jack David's most prominent restaurant was guarded 
by an appointment secretary. An acerbic, thin man with a voice to match. 
The “joint” as Liam would tease Jack, was so popular that two screenings 


were required to keep congressmen, senators and other self-important 
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people attempting to push themselves into an “in-scene”, that in order 
to enter the main level, a private screening to insure reservations were 
in order before gaining entrance to the maitr’d were required. Upon 
approval of the appointment secretary, you were then allowed to meet 
with the primary maitre d’, where table selections were discussed. Dead 
presidents were the primary language of the maitre d’, that and a poorly 
concealed French accent. 

Liam and Tanner stepped into the inner sanctum of Jack David’s 
favorite, a bright and cheery room lined with mirrored panels and 
wrought iron. The appointment secretary rose and stepped from behind 
his desk, his phony smile set permanently upon his face. 

“Sir? Madam? Names, please?” 

“Just call Jack David, Froggy, inform him that Liam Collins is present 
and requires his special table.” 

pire. 

“Tam going to mention Jack David's name this last time, and my own, 
Collins. And I would make a permanent record of such, I should be you. 
Now make the call before I forget there is a lady present.” 

Almost immediately, from behind a glass door appeared a mountain 
of a man. Jack David stood nearly six feet ten in his stocking feet and 
dressed to the nines in his silver Armani suit, he made an even more 
imposing figure. 

“Liam, you old horse thief, you don’t call, you don’t write and your 
alimony checks bounce. Where in the hell have you been? What's it 
been...Six months?” bellowed Jack David Morrison, much to the chagrin 
of his employees, who attempted to maintain the rarefied air of a French 
summer place. 

“Easy, old son, you will bust a seam.” 

“And just who graces your arm, Liam? She must be lost, suffering 
from amnesia or performing community service to be with you. Howdy, 
Miss, my name is JD Morrison, and you must be doing charity work 
tonight, but I'll put that straight,” he promised as he took Tanner by the 
arm and led her through the glass door from which he originally entered. 
Liam followed, laughing and shaking his head. 
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Jack David, or JD as he preferred to be known, escorted Tanner 
through the back hallways of the cavernous restaurant, past storage 
rooms, walk in coolers, several stairs leading to both the cellar and attic 
and finally through the kitchen and into an intimate dining area. Along 
the way, JD called out to several employees, “You, you and you, follow 
me. Wine. Bring our best.” 

As they entered the comfortable room, Tanner was a little taken 
back. The floor was flagstone. Carpets strewn in a decorator's planned 
disarray. Two of the walls were lined with flowing ivy and other hanging 
plants. One housed a giant fireplace, large enough to actually cook in, if 
you had a mind to, and the fourth wall was a floor to ceiling glass window. 
The ceiling itself seemed to disappear into the nights sky, with a misty 
fog wafting above their heads. 

“Gracious, Mr. Morrison,” awed Tanner, her head feeling like it was 
on a swivel, taking in every detail of the room. 

“JD, Miss. Just plain old JD.” 

“Old is right,” Liam chimed. 

“All right,” she agreed and both ignoring Liam. “This is the most 
unusual room I have ever seen. I know we are no where near the river, 
but there it is through the window, and the fireplace,” she observed, “you 
could hold a dance in there, and not to mention the ceiling.” 

“Impressive, isn't it?” JD admitted without the least bit of reservation. 
“It should be it cost me enough. I rent it out to special parties, usually 
lobbying boys trying to horn in on congress or one of my ex-wives and 
their dates. It's cheaper than alimony. That's a holograph you're staring 
at. Some boys at MIT create them. Quite a machine, I change the view 
depending on the time of the year. Anyway, enough of this. Just why 
are you here, Liam? You never drop by for casual conversation anymore. 
New case?” JD ventured. 

“Ah, you noticed I was here,” he said with mock gratitude. “Yes, right 
you are, sonny boy.” He only visited JD when he wanted to bounce ideas 
around, and tonight was no exception. 

“Sonny boy? Hell, we're pushing,..No, we're over the edge of fifty, 
and so don't you think sonny boy is a little outdated?” 
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“You're right. How’s old sod?” Liam asked, a smile tweaking the 
corners of his mouth. “I'm here to entertain my boss. Tanner is the head 
of our outfit, and since she’s had a rather rough time of it lately, flying all 
over, no sleep at all, I thought I would bring her to your dingy café and 
let her add some sparkle, and with me in tow, add some class to this run 
down beer joint. So bring on some of that good stuff you referred to 
earlier, then send some fancy canapés and let the party begin.” 

Tanner looked on with amusement at the obvious delight two friends 
took in exchanging friendly insults. Although she lived in France while 
her father was posted in the service of his country, and had attended 
numerous state functions in ancient ballrooms, normally she would not 
be impressed with any American Café. However, she was. And when 
the waterfall started cascading down the ivy wall, she was stunned. Liam 
never noticed, but Tanner was dazzled and comforted by the soothing 
sounds and effects it had over the entire room. 

All that was promised was delivered, and the meal commenced 
with elegant fanfare, a new wine to compliment each course, silent staff 
seeming to appear from nowhere serving and attending with the utmost 
of punctuality. The meal progressed through the many courses Tanner 
remembered to be tradition at the finest of French establishments. All 
a bit much for her waistline, she concluded, but Liam ate with gusto. 
Probably the years of eating his own cooking, she mused. 

As they ate, Liam filled in and reiterated to Tanner the information 
gathered. Pickett’s diary, his friend, Mr. Chandler and the “too thick 
stamps’ as well as the Chinese buyers. He also mentioned the composite 
drawing, and the likeness of Andrei Savov, a former commander in the 
Bulgarian guard and an alleged hit man for the Russian mafia. 

Tanner's eyebrows rose at the Bulgarian’s name. 

“What do you think a Bulgarian was doing in Indianapolis, Tannie? 
Taking in the history of Tippecanoe and Tyler, too?” 

“He would have to go to Lafayette for that,” she said, deadly serious. 
“Interestingly enough, he is part of the detail that is guarding the items 


on exhibit from Russia. More specifically, he is in charge of rotations. 


234 | Lori Evans 


Mr. Shishkova informed me that Mr. Savov had been called away on 
personal business.” . 

“Perhaps he was trying to recruit Larry Bird for the Bulgarian 
national team,” Liam added with a teasing tone, knowing Larry was a 
favorite of Tanner's. 

“Maybe he was there to intercept a certain package,’ she continued. 

“A lot of maybes, but we know for sure, the more we dig, the more bad 
guys we find.” He swirled the contents of his wineglass and deposited its 
remains into his mouth. “As good as mother’s?” he asked Tanner. 

“Tt’s all right,” she smiled, knowing it was. 

“What has your friend, Rachel, stumbled and subsequently dragged 
us into? What indeed?” 

“T don't know, but she needs our help.” 

“Ours?” he enunciated. 

“Yours, too. I’m sure it is tied into that giant tail we've been chasing, 
Now, to put it all together, Sherlock, pros and cons to our case and 
Rachel's position. Let’s make the entire Gnome’s hard work pay off, 
shall we?” 

“Feeling feisty?” Liam ventured. “Amazing what food will do. I don’t 
know about Rachel’s positions. From what you tell me she is rather adept 
at most horizontal...” 

“Be nice,” she interrupted with a wagging finger. “Perhaps we should 
entertain some coffee.” 

“I couldn't resist. From the checking I had the Gnome do, I learned 
that Rachel’s positions may be far too numerous for us, or at least this 
old sod.” 

“Old sod is right.” 

“Just hold your horses, miss. Rachel’s position, as you put it, does 
play a part.” 

Finally, Tanner said to herself. 

“From the start,” he began, “or when the piece of Faberge antiquity 
disappeared and the subsequent murder of Mr. Mason occurred, was 
it a murder to cover or was it intentional? I'll grant anyone this is not 


the Gold of Troy we are looking for, which I do not think is in the 
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Hermitage, but that is another story altogether, it is merely a theft and 
murder in a long line of related crimes.” 

Tanner didn’t comment, she just gave him that “go ahead, I’m 
listening” look, and he did. 

“Did someone kill all of these people to steal their precious artwork 
or antiques or did they merely attempt to steal all of these rather pricey 
bits of history? Were the murders the result of poor planning or bad luck 
or timing? Which is it? I think we must choose an avenue and follow it, 
even if it does lead to the corn belt.” 

“Eastern snob,” she playfully shot back. 

“Easy, Tannie, ‘twas just a figure of speech. Don’t get your knickers 
in a knot every time I bring up the Midwest and its total lack of justifiable 
existence. Just think about what I said.” 

And she did. Through the dessert portion of their lavish meal, and 
the ensuing coffee and brandy, they both ran through their minds all they 
had uncovered. Tanner took time to explain to Liam her conversation 
with Kincaid on how art could be used to transport contraband. 

At times, they stopped short of using full sentences, merely throwing 
words and phrases at each other, nodding in agreement or shaking their 
heads at other times. 

JD watched from an alcove normally reserved for the head waiter, a 
place to stand in abeyance, to watch for any need from his single table 
responsibility. It was out of the way, nestled in a disappearing nook that 
led to the kitchen. He stood watching his old friend. He had never seen 
Liam so animated and concentrated at the same time. Over the years 
they had many deep and serious conversations ranging from their war 
to local and national politics, but never had he seen Liam so engrossed 
for such a long period. Just who was that lovely creature, Tanner Shea? 
Not your run of the mill Mick, that was for sure. Liam's boss? She was 
JD’s real interest. Not that he needed any further distractions, His 
three ex-wives kept him hopping. They were all good friends, much to 
his chagrin and pleasure, but Tanner, he thought. He continued his 
surveillance until the conversation appeared to have run its course, with 


Liam and Tanner both relaxed in their chairs, brandy in hand, when he 
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felt it was time for his encore, and with a bottle of his best Napoleon in 
hand, he approached their table. 

“T haven't seen Liam so concerned about anything since Bill Buckner 
let a grounder go through his legs in 1986, stemming the last hope of 
the Boston Red Sox, once again. It must be a mighty trial you two are 
working on. Care to tell me?” 

“No, JD, and since my beloved Sox finally won I shall refrain from 
having to open that bottle of cheap cognac over your head,’ Liam 
growled. 

“Cheap? It may be a lot of things, but not cheap, and it is only for 
friends...” 

“A list which Iam sure is growing shorter each day, JD. If it weren't 
for your ex-wives and me, you could call them all with a quarter and 
probably have change.” 

“Ouch, Liam. Why so grumpy? Surely you've not been demoted to 
stakeouts involving the capture of jaywalkers?” 

“Jaywalkers would be a welcomed change of pace, and you should 
mind your manners in front of Miss Shea.” 

“All right you two call a truce,” Tanner halfheartedly pleaded, 
flashing deep dimples in JD's direction. “Don’t you think you are both 
a bit old for this school yard bravado?” 

“Old? Tanner, you cut me to the quick,” Liam laughed. “Tis me and 
JD having a little fun. I sully his wine and he insults the Sainted Sox 
and Celtics and we go at each other for a while. It’s only play, my sweets. 
Only play,” he said, giving as good as he got. 

“But it is true, this horse thief is my only true friend, and if it weren't 
for this old goat, I would...” 

“You'd be rotting in Levenworth,” Liam solemnly finished. 

“If you will excuse me and if you, Old Sod, is it?” she directed to JD. 
“If you will direct me to the ladies room, I will leave you two to discuss 
whatever it is you are so bent on discussing,” 

"Tl do one better,” JD offered. “Let me show you the way. And 
you, he shot to Liam. “You, stay put. I'll mosey back shortly and we will 
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continue this discussion on the reputation of my cellar, and the total lack 
of manners.” JD smirked and led Tanner through the hallway. 

Liam laughed as his friend escorted his boss out of the room and 
then quickly fell into thought. The facts he was looking for just didn’t 
make sense. He suspected there were no separate cases that all were 
linked and he felt that the fact that the latest case seemed to point to 
more than just murder and theft of some piece of collectable to be fawned 
over by another collector. He was sure, especially with the interest of 
Mr. Savov and Tanner's comments on art and contraband, that there was 
some sort of exchange or theft of government information, at least the 
possibility existed, he thought. All of the pieces of art were small, and 
all of them were not the best in any of the collections, with the exception 
of the Faberge Egg. It was impressive, but not the most prized. He had 
convinced himself and he was sure Tanner had the same leaning. He 
quickly grabbed one of JD’s fine linen napkins and started an outline. It 
was almost complete by the time his host and boss returned. 

“Damn it, boy. What in the hell do you think you're doing? Those 
damn napkins cost about forty bucks a piece... you need paper, ask,” JD 
sputtered as he watched Liam continue with his writing on the finely 
spun Irish linen. 

“Writing a letter home?” Tanner asked. 

“You should be so concerned of my well being. Actually, I’m doing 
what you do so well: Flow charting or outlining our position.” 

Tanner smiled her approval. “You can teach an old dog new tricks,” 
she told JD. 

JD stood behind Tanner and helped her with her chair and up to the 
table, saying, “I'll leave you two sleuths to your devious business. We'll 
talk later.” He turned and vanished into the recessed wall. 

“All right, Liam, show me your stuff.” 

“It’s all elementary, my dear, Watson. Through our discussions and 
from information gathered, we've deduced that all of these thefts and 
murders are connected. They were either committed by the same person, 
a very creative person, I might add, or at least a group of people.” 


“Correct.” 
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“Mr. Chandler was of a great help to us in understanding the too 
thick stamps, which were last in the possession of a one Mr. Edward 
Pickett. Now they are missing. Why would someone doctor stamps? 
What type of contraband can be concealed on a small stamp?” 

“Let's eliminate the obvious. Drugs, guns, etc. Information?” 

“What kind and in what form? What Mr. Kincaid said about works 
of art presented for exhibits and the way they are ticketed warrants 
further investigation.” 

“Erwin will love you.” 

“All in the service of his country, my dear. Now,’ he continued, 
concentrating on his napkin. “All of the objects taken were small, easily 
transported, which is no great rarity. Sure, there's value, but they are not 
the crowned jewels, with the exception of the Egg. I think,” he paused, 
“T think each collector or dealer was used to transport. Starting with 
Edward Pickett, we must delve as deeply as we can to see if there is any 
paper trail, and have the Gnome start to put together a compilation of 
the movements of the rest of the dealers and collectors. We're looking for 
any art or antiques that were being shown or sold during their untimely 
departures. Now, Savoy,” he said, drawing an arrow outward. “He's 
out here. We can rest assured he's not a coincidence. Possibly through 
Shish Kabob or what ever his name is? If we could just choke a little 
information out of him.” 

“Is there anything in his file that might prevent us from doing that? 
Such as diplomatic immunity?” 

“Once again, I'll have the Gnome check, and if not...” He stopped 
and glanced up to see if her expression was foreboding. It wasn't. But 
just in case, he added, “I shail not ask him as you think. I shall ask him 
in a manner that will not leave him any choice. The last person he wants 
to know about any compromise is his boss. He shall not want to admit 
failure, and another thing; your friend...her associate, Robert, the one 
with no past, seems to be up to his neck. I suggest we take a longer look 
at him. Maybe a short conversation in some secluded area that would 
give him pause as to his life expectancy might just be the ticket.” He 
searched her impassive face for any sign of disapproval. 
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“What do I care how you ask him,” she reassured. “You forget I beat 
the shit out of some trucker a few days ago.” 

“I love it when you give me your blessing,” he said, the tempo of his 
words picking up. “You concentrate on your friend. Iam sure she knows 
a great deal more than she has given up thus far.” 

Tanner joined in the destruction of the fine linen as she started her 
own flow chart. “So, now we must look at what type of information, type 
of carrier and to who?” 

“Whom. To whom,” he corrected. 

“Liam, I don't give a rat’s ass right now for the correct usage of your 
precious English. Besides, you're Irish. What do you care about the 
Queen’s English?” 

“Precisely, my dear, but it is the basis of information. It’s exactness. 
That is what has been missing, You know the forest for the trees, etc.” 

“Um-hum,” she commented, barely paying attention to her dinner 
companion. She was deep into thought, scribbling notes and forming 
opinions. “Anyway, we know the stamps were to be received by someone 
of Asian persuasion.” She drew more boxes. “What is it we have that is 
pertinent to Eastern Asia?” 

“Outside of everything,” he remarked in a flip tone. 

A tone, that didn’t escape Tanner. She looked up through thick 
lashes and narrowed her gaze. 

He got her message. He loved it when she bristled. She was thinking. 
‘That was good. 

“Never mind,” he said in lighter fashion. “I think someone within 
our government is passing sensitive information. You know someone 
like Mr. Pollard. Not him, of course, as he is presently residing in one 
of our finer facilities, but someone like him. Probably someone beyond 
reproach. Someone who has been in place for sometime. The murders 
were just the result of a little tidying up, if you will.” 

“I agree,” she plainly stated. “Now, we have motive, opportunity 
and means. The fun part begins as we speculate as to what they ve been 
passing. The why, we know, and it isn’t for the love of their country. In 


venturing into more than stolen art, we can assure ourselves there will 
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be little cooperation from the FBI or CIA, etc.. As you know, we're 
considered a nuisance to most of the other agencies and we will have to 
pretend to be working within our own jurisdiction.” 

Tanner plucked a fresh napkin from an adjoining table and began 
writing more notes. JD grimaced as he witnessed her assault and entered 
not only with fresh coffee, but a note pad for them to use instead of his 
expensive linen. 

Several napkins and pages later, Tanner and Liam were still engrossed 
in their conversation. Neither noticed nor failed completely to register 
any of the changes in their surroundings. At midnight, Liam's tie was 
loosened. At one, Tannet’s shoes were off. Spoons and cups became 
markers, along with anything else they could find as they laid out the 
history of some of the cases known. By four, Liam's coat was off and on 
the shoulders of Tanner, providing extra warmth. Like Tanner, his shoes 
had long since been discarded. Both at one time or another rose from 
the table to stretch and pace the room. 

"I still think jurisdiction is going to be a problem,” Liam worried 
aloud. 

“In what way?” 

“We have no jurisdiction, my dear. We're not the FBI, not the local 
police, or God forbid, the CIA. We have no mandate, no charge from 
our government to investigate murders in local communities, much less 
chase spies across state lines. We investigate the movement of suspected 
art thefts. That's it, that’s our mission if you have forgotten.” 

She let him ramble. “You forget. I have a degree in jurisprudence, 
and seeing how I'm the boss, I'll plow the road, so to speak. So, don't 
worry your pretty head,” she said, turning the tables on her Irish comrade 
in arms, 

“Well, since you put it that way. If you will take a liberal look at our 
expenses and our job description and possibly turn a blind eye to some 
of what has already transpired and continue to do so, I think we can get 
to the bottom of this mess in short order. The focal point is with your 
friend, Rachel, and maybe that Robert character, Shall we journey to the 
Midwest and see if we can not put the genie back in the bottle?” 
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“Now?” she asked, having no reference to the time. 

“Exactly, old girl. We shall go see your friend and hopefully Mr. 
Savov will follow, and then see if we can not flush Robert from the bush 
and see what part he plays in this whole mess.” 

He checked her face for any sign of acceptance or rejection, and 
concluded she was one hell of a poker player. 

“It is possible for you to make arrangement with the Lords of the 
Manor so we may exercise some discretion as to what and where our 
investigation of the art thefts takes us and what we may do to recover 
them. At the right time we may notify our cousins, the FBI, but not until 
such time as we can put all in a neat package. I do not wish, nor do you, 
I think, want those Yuppie Scum bags mucking up our party.” 

“Sounds like a plan to me.” 

He was stunned that she agreed so quickly. “Absolutely. Nothing to 
it. We'll just pop off to the flat land and wrap this in a pretty package for 
our cousins and then blend into the landscape. No one will ever know 
we were there. Like it?” 

“Oh, yeah. Nothing like chasing criminals in the heartland,” she 
concluded with a wee bit of sarcasm. “But, in all honesty, I’m sure Rachel 
knows a lot more than she has imparted to date. I guess I can cover our 
little escapade for a few days. When do you want to leave?” 

“We have a flight at ten this morning. Just enough time to drop you 
off so you can pack. I'll do the same and pick you up. We will land in 
the early afternoon.” 

“What?” she asked definitely caught off guard. “You are sure of 
yourself, aren't you?” 

Before she could chastise her partner further, the holograph 
lightened. Dawn on the Potomac. The lights were lowered over their 
table and JD entered again. 

“The rooster has crowed,” JD announced. “We've been closed for 
some time now and you two have been holding up our chef. He's not 
happy, but at least he did not overcook the eggs, and the toast is not 
burned, Breakfast will be here shortly. You guys want an eye-opener or 


just more coffee?” 
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“What time is it, anyway?” Tanner asked, stifling a yawn. 

“Close to six in the morning, but let's have breakfast on JD,” Liam 
encouraged. “His cook makes a perfect Eggs Benedict, that with a 
couple of Bloody Mary’s will set the tone for the day,” Liam stated with 
a laugh. 

“I thought so,” agreed JD. “Claude is on his way with the drinks, 
breakfast will be here in a jiff.” 

Tanner fell back into her chair, completely exhausted. Clocks 
played little part in her life, she was always doing something, fencing, 
working, visiting her mother, or if she had a minute, maybe struggle at 
a relationship, but she normally had a grasp as to what time of the day 
everything transpired. But Liam and his massive plot had completely 
caught her off guard. She had no idea that they stayed the whole evening, 
and now it was dawn. Regardless of the holograph, it was after six and 
she knew...her inner clock told her if she did not reach her bed soon she 
would...but that’s as far as she got. Claude set a resounding table of 
Eggs Benedict, JD placed a large pitcher of Bloody Mary’s, and another 
shadow placed a sparkling silver coffee server in the middle of the table 
along with fresh cups. 

“All right, boy,” JD cajoled, “you going to tell me, or do I have to bring 
up something disgusting from your past and embarrass you in front of 
your boss?” 

“JD, if I were you, I would play it close to the vest, you have far 
more secrets that, if aired, would result in far longer prison terms, than 
anything you wish you knew about me,” Liam playfully threatened. 

Tanner jumped in and directed her comment to JD. “I would like to 
hear from you, JD, not Mr. Collins, as to what he thinks he knows about 
you. What does he know that would make a man such as yourself suffer 
the obvious indignities that he forces on you and your staff?” 

“It was a long time ago, Tanner. Back in an era that most people 
would like to forget. You were probably a wee child at that time, and 
Liam and I...Well, let me say that Liam did me a great favor, one that I 
will never forget. He did not know me at the time; really, we never even 


met until some time later. Anyway, anything that old son-of-a-bitch.” 
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He stopped short, mindful of his present company. “Excuse me,” he 
apologized. “But anything Liam wants, if I can, will be his. But you 
know the odd thing is, he never asks. This is only the third time he has 
ever been to any of my restaurants and...” 

“JD,” Liam interrupted. “Enough of the soap opera, or I will invent 
a proper story for Tanner. 

“Continue’,” she encouraged in French. 

“Okay, but it’s really a boring story,” he began. “It was back when 
I was overseas, my dad still alive then. The Morrison Clan goes back a 
way, almost back to the revolution.” 

Liam gave him a hurry it up glare, and he obliged. 

“The crux of the matter is that during every war we Morrison's are 
expected to serve. My dad did, his dad, and all of the males before them 
did. I was no exception. I was fresh from the University of Alabama in 
1965. ‘They were just starting the draft for Vietnam at the time and I 
felt it was my duty to join, which I did. I spent a spell at Fort Sill going 
through OCS and then on to the Pearl of the Orient. It didn't take me 
long to figure we were in the wrong place at the wrong time, and the fact 
that Johnson had taken a personal interest in prosecuting the war did 
not help things.” 

“JD,” Liam warned in a low tone. “We are not interested in the 
politics, just get to it, we've got a plane to catch. If Tanner is gullible 
enough to believe anything you say, just make it quick and I'll set her 
straight later.” 

“Okay,” he said defensively. “I’m just trying to set up the story properly, 
maybe she would understand my motives, you know. Lend a sympathetic 
ear. Anyway, about six months in country I had figured out the Army 
way in just about everything but supplies. The supply people are bigger 
crooks than the Mafia ever thought about...Hell, I think every supply 
sergeant’s name ended in a vowel. We had been on Operation Pegasus 
for almost forty-five days, and pretty much getting the shit kicked out 
of us, and then it got bad. We were running out of ammo, three supply 
choppers were shot down and things were getting bleak. So my CO 


sent me and two Snuffies back to the rear to commandeer anything we 
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could and get down to the supply dump and bring back as much ammo 
as possible. We escaped and evaded about eight clicks when we were 
spotted by a Medivac that we tricked into landing. We convinced the 
pilot to drop us back at the strip where we were able to enlist a couple 
of fly boys to help us. We took two choppers out to Monkey Mountain 
and the massive Army Supply Dump and I walked in thinking I could 
just walk out with what I needed. 

I was only twenty three at the time and barely in the Army a year. I 
really didn’t know the score. I walked into the Dump thinking I would 
find help. What I found was an overweight lifer who should have been 
court marshaled years ago, sitting behind a large desk eating a T-bone the 
size of Mount Rushmore. The AC was cranked up high enough to hang 
that side of beef and he was gulping down giant quantities of beer. 

“We were covered in caked dirt. We were tired, hungry and mostly 
scared of what would happen if we didn’t get back in time with the badly 
needed ammo. The SOB didn’t even look up as I walked in with my 
crew. He told us, instead, to get out; we were letting the AC out and the 
heat in, and kept stuffing his fat face. He never looked up. I tried to tell 
him the facts. That we were going to get wiped out if I couldn't get the 
ammo back to the unit. My pleas fell on deaf ears; he just kept eating, 
and informed us that he must have all requests with seven copies signed 
by everyone along the way. 

“We stood there in disbelief, me and my two Snufhes. We were 
stunned at his attitude. I told the Snuffies to go back to the choppers and 
wait. After they left, the Sergeant did nothing but eat. I guess I knew 
what I was going to do when I sent my men back to the choppers, but I 
didn’t think I had snapped. I was very calm, actually. I took my .45 out 
of its holster and shot him right between the running lights. We got our 
ammo back to the unit and the rest as you say is history.” 

Tanner wasnt sure she believed his tale. “So, just like that, you shot 
him.” 

“Enter the dashing, young Liam Collins, savor of man kind and the 
barley growers of the world,” Liam quickly inserted. “I was in the JAG 
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Corps., CID, down in Saigon and called in to investigate what was an 
obvious murder of the unfortunate Sergeant Luchasee.” 

“Luchasee, really?” Tanner asked. 

“No. But it makes a better story. I found the Sergeant without 
redemption, and after I obtained a couple of “N” numbers from some 
worker bees at the supply depot, I tracked down the chopper pilots 
who put me on the right company within the right division of Air Cav. 
There I discovered our young Snuffies, who indicated they were second 
cousins to the ‘See No Evil, Hear No Evil’ brothers. They indicated 
that the .45 probably went off by accident. They didn’t see the accident, 
indicating that Lt. Morrison probably had, but he was in the bush and 
wouldn't be back for a week or two. Since I didn’t want to remain in 
that lovely, but noisy, region more than necessary, I took the Snuffhes at 
their word and returned to FLC Danang, where I verified the Sergeant's 
total lack of character by all who knew him, and felt the world was a 
much better place now that he had departed. So, I closed the books on 
an unfortunate accident.” 

Tanner sat silent, a little unnerved by a story she wasn‘ sure was true 
or not. Instead of a picture, in her case, a look was worth a thousand 
words and Liam knew it. 

“Don't lecture me, Tanner. As JD said, it was a long time ago, 
different emotions and we were both somewhere no one really deserved 
to be, and I am sure that Sergeant Luchasee was not the only miserable 
SOB to meet his maker. JD will one day have to answer, as will I.” 

Tanner watched Liam's eyes grow cold and almost dead as he 
described the demise of the Supply Sergeant, and though she never 
thought he was the affable fool she had been told of by her superiors, she 
was to say the least, surprised by his position. 

“Anyway, JD said, trying to smooth the wrinkle in Tanner’s brow. 
“T never knew Liam overseas. The troopers told me that someone from 
CID had been around, but they had heard through the enlisted grapevine 
that it was marked off as a suicide or an accident. I didn’t find out exactly 
what Liam had done until about ten years ago. When I returned from 


overseas, I had asked my dad to look into who the investigating officer 
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had been and he gave me the info on Liam, but I never got the chance 
to meet him, to thank him for not frying my bacon. Then about ten 
years ago, at a charity function at the Kennedy Center, I happened to 
be introduced to Liam. We met the next day to talk and have been fast 
friends since.” 

Tanner didn’t comment. She just returned the favor of Liam earlier, 
and gave both men a settling stare. It wasn't judgmental, but filled with 
maternal disappointment. It was certainly a story of introduction she 
could have done without. 

“Eat up, Tanner. It is time to run before your chariot turns into a 
pumpkin,” Liam said, giving her a slight smile, attempting to make an 
appeasement, but falling short. 

“Probably already has, if you are still driving that heap, Liam,” JD 
chimed. 

“Do not naysay my fine ride. It has taken me through many a mile 
of heather and shall do so long after those foreign boat anchors you drive 
are rusting in some scarp heap.” 

“Enough you two,” Tanner said, and she meant it. “JD, thank you 
and your gracious staff, it was certainly a lovely meal...meals, I mean, but 
Liam is right, we do have to run.” 

“Tanner?” JD asked. “When you return from where ever it you 
are off to with this,” he glanced at Liam, “would you consider another 
evening at my humble café, just the two of us? You don't have to answer 
now; I shall wait for your return.” 

Tanner and Liam gathered their things and headed out into the 
cold Washington morning. Though the air was not as cold as Tanner's 
thoughts about Liam and JD as they drove through the DC morning, 
She turned to face his profile. 

“Honestly, is that story true, and did you cover up for JD?” 

“It was a long time ago, Tannie. Remember that. Remember, too, 
it was not a good time for anyone. But some of what JD said is true. 
Some of it is not. He likes to embellish a bit. He was trying to impress 
you, I think. I should have warned him that you are not like his three 


former wives.” 
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“And exactly what are they like?” 

“Shallow.” 

“So tell me, because you know eventually you will have an 
overpowering urge to be honest. So you might as well do it now, while 
I'm still in a forgiving mood.” 

“I really don’t know the truth. What I do know is that JD and his 
troops were at the supply dump that day. The Sergeant did die with 
45 round between his eyes, but his clerk, who was napping in the next 
room, told me that he was not aware of anyone meeting with Luchasee. 
The clerk told me that he awoke after the first shot and ran into the 
Sergeant's office and found his boss crawling around on his hands and 
knees screaming, cursing and looking for his glasses. JD was not in the 
room. Just the Clerk and the Sergeant. JD evidently thought he had 
shot the old thief who had fallen out of his chair and JD went on with 
his work. The Clerk said the Sergeant finally got to his feet and that 
the Sergeant grabbed his own gun, tripped over the fallen chair and 
fell to the floor, his gun discharging. There were powder burns on his 
forehead.” 

“For all of these years, you've allowed JD to think he shot the 
Sergeant?” 

“Yeah. I never had the heart to tell him. He admitted to me, the 
next day after the affair at the Kennedy Center, that he had shot the 
SOB, and wanted to know why I didn’t arrest him. I just told him the 
Sergeant got what he deserved for not assisting the fighting men, and 
left it at that. Oh, he’s doing his penance. On one hand, he is very sad 
about his actions, and on the other...well, he’s complex. He graduated 
Magna Cum Laude from Alabama with a degree in Ancient Languages, 
all the while he played ball on one of the Bear's championship teams. He 
won a Silver Star while on the operation that spawned his little episode. 
He is one of the major movers and shakers in this town, a real deal 
maker. Maybe you could call him a modern day Bobby Baker. And the 
most important part, he knows where all of the bodies are buried. He 
originally came here with the Carter bunch, and has stayed connected. 


He will give you the shirt off of his back, and he will fight for the little 
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man, and yet I really think he would have killed that fat fuck if he could, 
but, I checked his record. He was not qualified with a pistol. And 
the Colt .45 was probably the most inaccurate weapon the Army ever 
adopted. JD would have had a better chance shooting himself than that 
supply Sergeant. Besides, I found the slug buried in the wall about three 
feet above where the Sergeant's head should have been.” 

“Are you ever going to tell him?” 

“Have you lost your mind? Give up the good food and wine? Tanner, 
your education is sorely lacking. I must see that you are properly trained 
in the deceitful ways of Washington. This trip to the flatlands will be 
good training for you.” 

“You forget I'm going to plow the road. So, JD doesn’t know?” 

“No, and he never will, lassie. Never will.” 

“You're an evil man, Liam Collins,’ Tanner remarked. 

“Here we are,” he said as he pulled up in front of Tanner's place. 
“Tl be back in an hour. Be packed and perky. You may sleep on the 
plane.” 


He laughed and Tanner joined in. It had been a long night. 


CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR 


The flight from DC to Indianapolis was smooth and quiet; few children 
to run up and down the aisle. Liam and Tanner slept the sleep of the 
dead; both of them missing far too much rest the last few days. When 
the wheels touched down Tanner was instantly alert. She fought 
with herself briefly as she became oriented, and satisfied she was not 
dreaming, awoke Liam who was still sleeping, his head plastered against 
the window and a blanket over his shoulders. He had not started out 
with the blanket; Tanner added it and another pillow for her own use as 
she slept on his shoulder. 

“Liam...Liam? It’s time to wake up and greet the day,” Tanner said, 
borrowing one of his favorite sayings. She playfully pecked at his arm. 

“To hell with the day, it is the night I still crave, and stop being so 
damned annoyingly perky this morning. We still have five minutes of 
taxi time, leave me be until we're at the gate and they've turned off the 
Fasten Seatbelt sign. Then and only then will I move about the cabin 
safely,” he grumbled into the pillow. 

Some time later, standing in front of the luggage carousel, Tanner 
suggested that Liam get the luggage and perhaps a cart and she would 
see to the car rental. 

“Here let me hold your coat, Tanner. It may be a while, but go on, 
I'll be right here and I don't need a cart or a Sky-Cap, you only packed 
your living room, the kitchen stayed home. I can handle the luggage, 


just get our car.’ 
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“I did not bring that much, merely a couple of changes. You should 
talk, I didn’t realize people still traveled with steamer trunks? Are you 
planning on moving here or what?” she asked, giving as good as she got. 
She wagged a playful finger as she walked to the rental counter. 

After what seemed forever later, Liam piled the luggage onto the cart 
and made his way over to Tanner who was nearing the front of the line. 
She gave an impatient glance his way and looked at the loaded cart. She 
added her laptop for extra measure. 

“I think we both have enough to set up permanent residence,’ he 
concluded. “How’s it going with the car? Will we obtain one today?” 

“Tt seems everyone arrived at the same time as us. It shouldn't be too 
much longer. Where are you going?” Tanner asked to Liam's retreating 
figure as he left the cart and lumbered off. 

“Coffee,” he called over his shoulder. “I need it in the worst way and I 
am sure it wouldn't hurt you either. I'll return shortly. If by some miracle 
you actually obtain a rental before I return, wait and I'll load the car.” He 
boarded the up escalator and left her to deal with the car rental gods. 

Little did he know, she would have to take a bus to the rental place 
to obtain the car. She concluded the rental agreement, and the fact 
that it was being secured by the Department of Treasury made not one 
difference to the clerk. In fact, it probably delayed the matter as she had 
to search the entire data base before locating the proper charge code. 
Finally, all paper work done and keys in hand, Tanner pushed the luggage 
cart toward a descending Liam. 

“Are we ready to sally forth and slay the dragons?” Liam asked in his 
best Irish brogue. “You hold the coffee and I'll see to the luggage.” 

“Take a load off and enjoy your coffee. I've got to take a bus to the 
rental lot and pick up the car.” 

She was back quicker than Liam would have preferred. The rental, 
a Ford Taurus, was loaded, and Tanner, with a still somewhat comatose 
Liam, headed for downtown Indianapolis. Upon arriving at the hotel, 
Tanner was lucky to nab a space at the curb, and Liam was happily 


finishing his coffee. 
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“Well, since you think Rachel is the key, what's say we look her up?” 
Tanner said as she fished for change for the parking meter. 

"I never said she was the key, Tanner. Merely she was involved, 
maybe unwittingly, but involved,” he defended. “So, we may as well start 
with her, but I want to get a good look at Richard...” 

“Robert, Liam. The name is Robert Patterson. And yes, Robert's 
on the list, too.” 

Popping the change into the meter, she turned to Liam. “Remember, 
low key?” 

“Tannie, I will be the model of decorum that we all strive to be.” 

“Yeah, right.” 

“You remember our pact of this morning; the motto of decorous 
attitude towards all?” 

“You need more sleep, Liam. Let me find Rachel, while you fade into 
the woodwork, and make as little of a scene as possible,” Tanner said as 
they walked through the entrance. 

Liam found a seat in one of the comfortable leather tub chairs and 
closed his eyes. He was more tired than he was willing to admit. He 
couldn't recover from the late nights as quickly as in his youth, and he 
cursed himself for even trying. 

“Liam? Liam, it’s time to rise and shine. It seems Rachel has been 
given the clearance to return to Chicago, as well as her friend Robert. 
Shall we shake the local police tree and see what falls?” 

“Sleep, my pet, sleep,” Liam offered as an alternative plan. “The 
nectar of life that those of us with a few years under our belt require 
more and more it seems. But I know that won't fly with you. So I suggest 
we go see the police. Better yet, how about I go to the police and you 
go to the Windy City for Rachel, and as soon as I'm satisfied here, you 
there, we can all return to civilization. Do you know why they call it 
the Windy City? 

“Yes, I believe it was named after a long-winded federal agent,” she 
replied in tongue-in-cheek fashion. “And regardless if some people 
consider this fly-over territory, Indianapolis is a nice place to raise a 


family.” 
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“Yes, I see that. I’m sure you left for some other reason.” 

She shot a look of warning. 

“No, don’t protest. You stepped into that one. Come on, let's go,” he 
said as he rose from the softness of the tub chair. 

Her softer side rushing to the front, Tanner motioned for him to sit 
still. “No, why don’t you take it easy for a little while longer. I'm going 
to check voice mail, call the Windy City and see if I can locate Rachel. 
Juserelaxe 

He started to protest. 

“That's an order.” 

“Bless you, my sweet, I'll dance at your wedding” he said as he settled 
back and was probably asleep by the time she walked away and located 
Rachel's office number. 

Tanner punched out Rachel’s office number with more fervor than 
what was necessary. Her irritation at Rachel for not informing her of her 
location was duly noted by the telephone keypad. Navigating beyond the 
receptionist was like driving the slippery streets of Indianapolis. Rachel 
was not in her office or at least was not answering the phone. Voice mail 
had taken over the world, and no one answered the phone anymore. 
It might be just a sign of the time or it might be something deeper, a 
sense of importance that the normal office worker achieved prior to 
the cursed voice mail, and the Colonel, Rachel’s boss was not to be 
disturbed, at least according to the voice on the other end of the phone, 
but Tanner could leave a message on his voice mail if she chose to. She 
left no message and in frustration punched the pound key to disconnect 
and automatically entered her calling number as she tried Rachel's cell 
phone number. Again, no luck, only Rachel’s voice on another infernal 
voice mail message, and again, she left her cell number and replaced the 
receiver and returned to find that Liam had not moved an inch. She sat 
beside him in another chair and tapped her foot on the marble flooring 
in frustration. 

“Tanner, if you are going to wake me, a simple, ‘Liam, it’s time’ would 
suffice. But no, you have to pretend that you are auditioning to replace 


Buddy Rich. I take it you were not successful in finding Rachel?” 
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“No, and I could easily replace Buddy. Besides, I’m better looking.” 

“The police?” he asked, leaving well enough alone. 

“I suppose and then to Chicago,” Tanner said quietly, lost in thought 
as to what happened that Rachel hadn't let her know about returning 
home. “She went home yesterday, but she’s not at work and I don’t have 
her home number. Wonder where she is? Maybe she’s sleeping in? I 
certainly would.” 

“Yes, you would, while I, the protector of the good and helpless, 
roam from town to town seeking vengeance and retribution disguised 
as justice,” Liam mumbled under his breath as he adjusted his position 
in the chair. 

“I'm sorry, Mr. Winkle, you were saying,” she teased. 

They sat in silence for some time; Liam trying to return to his 
previous Rip Van Winkle condition and regain a hold on lost sleep while 
Tanner continued the tapping the obviously offending floor. 

“Will you stop, already? I will rise. I will rise and we shall get on 
with the day, just stop that damnable rattle. Did you think, just maybe 
she too, is trying to sleep in, that is, but just not at her place, if what you 
told me about her past is still somewhat accurate?” 

“Could be. Let's find the coffee shop,” she said, not allowing him to 
get a rise out of her. 

The drive to the police department was short but memorable. Liam 
once again tried to catnap as Tanner muttered to herself about the poor 
conditions of the streets. “Don’t they ever salt these damn things?” she 
asked as she fought the steering wheel as if it were alive. 

“Easy with the right foot Tanner, unless you wish us to spend more 
time than necessary in this city. Remember, we have miles to go, yet 
today.” 

“I thought you were asleep.” 

“Now that would take some nerve. You drive...I don't sleep. I merely 
adopt a fear-induced trance. It is not perfect, but it helps.” 

“I'm the boss, remember, I plow the road. Literally. Besides, I haven't 


killed anyone...” 
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“Yet, my pet, yet.” He strained to see behind them. “You did see that 
rather large building back there. The one you just sailed by, or were you 
just testing my skills of observation?” 

“See anywhere to park back there?” She asked, knowing he wouldn't 
look twice. “I didn’t think so.” 

After circling, Tanner found a spot across the street from the City 
County Building and parked the car. She borrowed change from Liam 
for the meter and made the slippery way into the building to locate the 
Captain of Detectives, John Tucker, Sr. 

Captain Tucker was not a happy camper as he sat in his office slowly 
swiveling in his chair. He had played phone tag all morning long with 
his son and nothing was accomplished by leaving messages to each other. 
A call to Rachel’s employer had produced nothing except for the fact 
that the Colonel had given her an ultimatum concerning her position; 
administrative duty or take time off. Apparently Rachel was deciding 
what to do, and she wasn't deciding at work or at home. Where she was, 
who knew? To top ofthis day, there were two federal agents on their way 
to his office. What next, he thought. He frowned as he saw the agents 
approach his office. Well maybe, he thought, he would have a root canal 
after the Feds left? It would have to leave him in better humor. 

“Have a seat and tell me what I can do for you,” he offered to Tanner 
and Liam as they entered his small but neat office. 

“Well, to be frank, we're here to learn more about Rachel Bennett’s 
involvement regarding the...” 

“,..death of the salesman?” Tucker quipped, interrupting Tanner's 
thought process. “I was not aware that the Treasury Department had 
any jurisdiction over Indianapolis homicides. Please explain, if you 
can? 

She could and much more, but she bit her tongue and swallowed 
the acid rising in her throat. “The stamp dealer,” she rifled back. “We're 
not investigating his death, what we are interested in is a connection to 
a series of art thefts that just happen to also involve murder with every 


theft.” She hoped he understood. 
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“More than a coincidence, I would think,” the Captain responded, 
buying time. “But I am not aware of any art theft, or theft of any nature 
with the demise of Mr. Pickett. The only next of kin is an ex-wife who is 
not what you would term cooperative at this stage. Miss Bennett was the 
last to see Pickett alive. Her inventory did not include his room prior to 
his death, Whatever powers of observation she possesses did not include 
the identification of art, or in this case, stamps, that may or may not be 
missing, I would say youre chasing your tails at this junction.” His eyes 
fell heavily on Tanner, making sure she understood his position. “I don’t 
see a clear reason for you to be here, unless of course, it’s to enjoy our 
lovely city in this festive season.” 

He again bore through her. She didn’t flinch at his bullshit attitude. 
She noticed that anything he considered consequential he directed to 
Liam. It wasn't new to her, or any other woman that was in a world 
seemingly meant for men only. If only he knew who was in charge. As 
he droned on each syllable became increasingly more condensing and 
hostile. 

“Tt just doesn't make sense,” he continued throwing out worthless 
information. “We ran a pretty thorough check on your Miss Bennett, 
and know where she hails and her past work experience. Her boss, some 
retired colonel has nothing but praise for her and is convinced she didn't 
kill Edward Pickett. I agree there is and was no motive. I just think she 
was at the wrong place at the wrong time, and from what I know about 
her history, that is a fairly common thread.” He directed his attention 
to Tanner. “I am also aware that she met with you, Miss Shea, here in 
Indianapolis. I also know Edward Pickett is dead. Now, I'll ask again, 
just what is the federal interest in a local matter?” 

Liam looked at the tips of his shoes, crossed his legs and inspected 
the shine in greater detail waiting for Tanner to dazzle the local with 
her charm and some arcane government speak that would get them 
gracefully out of this interview. It was going no place quickly, except 
maybe towards the hostile end of the scale. Captain Tucker obviously 
knew more than he was willing to disclose and without jurisdiction at 


all, there was little chance in obtaining any information that would be 
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helpful at this time. Liam cared for Tanner as if she was his daughter, and 
she never disappointed him, but, he thought, she could never be devious. 
She relied on the truth, justice and the American way. Well, not all the 
time, he thought, but she was too ethical. It was difficult enough to do 
the job, but to be such a straight arrow was a definite drawback. Since 
Tanner obviously was not going to dazzle the Captain with some wild, 
but semi-unbelievable story, it would be up to him. Thank goodness, he 
thought, for his Irish ancestry. The Irish, he knew, were great poets and 
admirable liars, and he had been sufficiently schooled. 

“Captain,” Liam said quietly. “We are...” 

He was stifled by Tanner's outstretched hand. He looked to her 
face and recognized what was coming, The tropical storm Tanner was 
now a full blown hurricane. Poor bastard, he thought, hope his fat ass 
is battened down to the chair. 

“Enough of this bullshit!” she shot back in a level tone. “I’m not 
interested in your line by line dissertation as to what you think is factual 
or how it may have happened. I'm not interested in your condescending, 
pompousz-ass attitude. 

“We're not interested in the murder of Edward Pickett, or God 
forbid stealing your thunder in solving his case. We're not interested 
in what Rachel Bennett does or doesn't know about the murder, or for 
fact what she does or doesn’t know about the demise of any of the other 
thirteen unfortunate victims. 

“Our only interest in these cases are the stolen artifacts. And we 
are only interested in those because they have crossed state lines. You 
do understand that when stolen articles such as artifacts, antiquities, 
etc. cross state lines that the federal government has a department 
they rely upon to recover said items? You do understand that’s our 
department?” 

Even if he could have, the Captain didn’t move one inch in his chair. 
He sat in stony silence as she had earlier and listened. 

“So,” she continued with the same even tone, “you understand our 
interest? We hear of a dealer in rare stamps and coins is murdered 


while attending a stamp show. We naturally wonder if he is connected 
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to the others. To be thorough, we travel here looking for any solid 
leads and connections. We look for a way to retrieve what is stolen and 
transported. 

“That's our interest. That's what we do. What we don't do is sit on 
our lazy asses and suppose line by line. Like Nike, we ‘Just Do It’ and if we 
happen to bump heads with the locals, tough shit.” She leaned forward 
in her chair and stared the Captain down, her fingernail thumping his 
desk with purpose. “I am the sum of the whole, Mr. Tucker, and I am 
bigger than you, so, if you don't want to be a casualty, keep your sorry, 
lazy ass out of my way.” 

She got up, prompting a more than shocked Liam to follow. Turning, 
she stabbed the same finger the Captain's way. “The next time you want 
to shock me with information about myself, tell me something I don't 
know.” 

“Breathe,” Liam instructed Tanner as they exited the Captain's office 
and made their way to their rental. 

Tanner slammed her door and snapped her seatbelt into place. 
She waited for Liam to comment on her seemingly unprofessional 
eruption. 

He didn't dare. 

“To Windy City?” he asked. 

“Well, after what just happened, this is the Windy City. Wonder 
where they sent that clown Robert?” 

“One casualty per city. Besides, something tells me, he and Rachel 
don’t want to be found just yet. We can catch up with him in Chicago 
as well.” 

“Let's make another futile attempt to A.S.S. and see if we can locate 
him,” she said, dialing the number. 

Her efforts proved futile. Liam was right; A.S.S. didn’t want anyone 
to be found. 

“Then to Chicago we go,” she said, pulling out into traffic and heading 
for 65 North and a three-hour drive that would do nothing for her surly 


mood, “Liam, get out my cell phone and laptop and call the Gnome, as 
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you so affectionately refer to him. See if he has any more information 
on Robert Patterson.” . 

“Well any information on him would be more than we have,” Liam 
said as he fumbled with her electronic stuff. “Locate a coffee shop for my 
habit and I will call the Gnome. You will have to operate your computer. 
I have not achieved enough expertise that I can drink coffee and operate 
machinery. I can barely... Never mind. Find what I do know, coffee.” 

“T'll find you a shop, just call Erwin,” she instructed. “You know he’s 
afraid of you.” 

“Me? Surely you're jest? Mild mannered me? But of course I will 
speak with the myopic dwarf. I think I present a fatherly figure for him 
to look up to, Admire, if you will.” 

“Yeah, don’t we all.” 


CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE 


Armed with enough coffee to open his own Starbucks, Liam found I-65 
and headed north out of Indianapolis. While Tanner was setting up 
the laptop and before she plugged it into her cell phone, Liam called the 
Gnome. The conversation was short and to the point. 

“Erwin, Old Son, ‘tis me; himself on the phone with you,” Liam said 
in his thickest brogue, “I have but a wee favor...” And Liam withdrew 
the phone from his ear and stared at it as he continued to drive and then 
said to Tanner, “Here my pet, I fear you should try as the chap rang off 
on me.” 

“Again?” Tanner laughed. “You must be losing your touch. Drink 
your coffee; I'll call him in a few minutes...as soon as the laptop is 
warmed up.” 

The drive north was as easy and smooth as any winters drive in the 
Midwest. The roads were plowed and salted, but that did not prevent 
the odd motorist from pressing his luck, not to mention his skill as there 
were more than six or seven cars in the bar ditches. Liam kept pace with 
both the traffic flow and a steady kibitz with Tanner as she cajoled Erwin 
into various sorts of semi-legal searches within the unit's giant white box. 
Tanner asked the Gnome to search again for information on Robert and 
Rachel. The fact that Robert’s traceable history was limited and skimpy 
made him more than interesting and worth additional searches. In for 
a penny, in for a pound was her motto as she instructed Rouch to start 


from scratch. 
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“Start with his finger prints that are on record with his employer. 
While his traceable history can be altered, and unless he has since altered 
or swapped the prints in his file, he has to have a history somewhere. Run 
complete checks on Rachel, also. I want to know her credit history... 
No; I am not worried about the ACLU or any other privacy watchdog. 
Run a complete check on her since college. I want to know where she 
lived during and after college up to the point of joining the S.S...Secret 
Service, Erwin. I want to know how much money is in the bank and 
what she spends on lipstick. Understand? Create a file for each of her 
stops, jobs, apartments, banks, etc...Of course I suspect the information 
to be obtained from normal credit sources, but you my dear have a rather 
giant computer and an ISDN line and a rather special gift. I don’t care 
how this information is gained, but do be careful, and I don't have to 
tell you not to leave traces of your searches. Someone and I don’t mean 
anyone in our office may have filters or stops on the information and trace 
it back to you, so be careful. I’m leaving my laptop and phone on for the 
rest of the trip to Chicago...Yes; about three hours...E-mail anything 
you have. Don't wait for the completion of the searches. Let's see,” she 
checked her watch, “it’s about three, if I don't hear from you by six this 
afternoon... know, I've asked much of you this day, but that’s my gift, 
to suck the joy out of your job...No, this doesn’t supercede the queries 
from this morning. I want that first...Overtime? Tell you what Erwin, 
you get me the information I want and you'll be well compensated to 
the extent that I will forget about your use, or should I say misuse of the 
computer...For sometime, now. It doesn’t bother me, but some people 
may not be as open-minded. I suggest you complete my request and then 
shut down for a while. Goodbye, Erwin.” 

Liam kept driving and never even looked at Tanner as she attached 
the cell phone to the laptop and carefully placed it on the back seat. But 
he couldn’ resist a large smile which Tanner caught as she sat back in 
her seat and attached her seat belt. 

“What?” she asked. “Don't tell me you didn’t know about Erwin’s 
rather foolish use of the company hardware, and during working hours, 
no less. He's going to get caught, and when he does, that’s the end of 
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Mr. Erwin Rouch. You know, the director of one of those, ‘Born Again; 
Praise the Lord and Pass the Ammunition’. Since he’s your gnome, you 
should talk to him.” 

“Me? Why not you? Youre his boss. I am only a lowly worker bee; 
your worker bee. It would never be my place or inclination to tell anyone 
how to live.” 

“Poo,” she said with a smirk. 

“Poo? Poo. That is not a very dignified remark for someone with 
your breeding and upbringing, not to mention your position.” 

“Poo,” she reemphasized. “I’m going to catch a few winks.” 

“Yes, my captain.” 

Liam continued to drive the ice covered, fog enshrouded highway. 
Trafhic had slowed to a crawl and he was on his third and cooling cup of 
coffee and contemplating a stop to restock. He glanced over to Tanner. 
She was trying her best to acclimate her figure to the lumpy plastic of 
the door panel while keeping her head firmly planted on her folded 
coat. Good girl, he thought, well, not a girl, a grown woman, and he 
doubted very much if she was actually asleep. She was too much of 
the professional for sleep. Well, she would learn if she stayed in this 
business, he concluded as he took another sip of the yet cooler coffee and 
frowned. This is no way for a man to suffer, sleep requirements of his 
boss, not withstanding, he thought, but he decided to drive a few more 
miles before stopping for additional coffee. The road kept him awake. 
The traffic had grown worse; too many people bunched together as if 
numbers would produce safety and the weather no better; deteriorating 
at a steady pace; fog, now sleet, what next, he wondered, as he eased by 
an overly cautious car hugging the shoulder. 

He continued to drive in silence, the only sound, slush beneath the 
tires. As he drove, his mind wandered to the never ending murder and 
theft investigations. Twelve or was it thirteen? It could be more, he 
thought, no telling how many. If couriers passed the information; who 
was responsible for gathering it? What happened to those gatherers? 
Were they resting in eternal peace, too? Was one person or more 


responsible for the killings? 
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“Tanner?” Liam called with urgency. “Wake up, lassie. I've had an 
epiphany.” é 

“T know the name of a good urologist” she shot back, not moving an 
inch. “or better yet, take a shot and call me in the morning.” 

“No, this is important. Call the Gnome, Have him check for any 
unsolved murders, unexplained deaths at or in and about every location 
and time frame of each of the murders and thefts we are following. If 
I'm right, there will be a corresponding death, most likely a government 
employee or a contract worker,” Liam said with more excitement than 
necessary. 

“Better yet, take a Ritalin and call me in the morning. To quote you 
earlier, ‘breathe.” Tanner shifted in her seat to a more receptive position. 
“Now, slow down and tell me again, my beauty sleep was in the way the 
first time around.” 

“Well, think about it. I believe all of these art thefts we are chasing 
are mere subterfuge; the real item of value was information that was 
passed within the art itself. The thickness of the stamps, we are now 
chasing, was the key. If we're right about the possibility of the transfer 
or theft of information, then I'll bet we will find a slew of bodies that 
correspond with the deaths of the art and antiquities dealers, as well. 
Whoever, or is whomever?” he finished with a flurry and thumped the 
steering wheel for extra measure. 

“Who cares?” Tanner deadpanned. 

He shot her a wounded look, and he meant it. 

“Go on, finish disrupting my sleep.” 

“Beauty sleep,” he emphasized. “Anyway, I'll bet who ever is 
orchestrating this string of murders has also disposed of everyone that 
could be traced back to him, or her. Not all of the information has to be 
stolen, per se. There are several severe critics within every government 
who work towards its overthrow. What I mean, someone doesn't have 
to put a gun at some clerk’s head to get information that would be 
considered sensitive or secret. But regardless of how the information was 
obtained, I'll bet the recipient made sure that there were no surviving 


witnesses, Any saboteur worth their salt would make sure to that.” 
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“And the short of this is?” 


“He killed whomever he received the information from, plus the 
courier.” 

“Well,” Tanner said, “it’s about time. But you must getting old, Liam. 
Erwinss first assignment this morning was to start gathering intelligence 
on your epiphany. That's one reason why he’s so grouchy.” 

“About time, my foot. Just when were you going to mention this little 
tidbit?” Liam asked, with a laugh he used to hide his hurt. He eased 
the car off the highway and headed for a filling station with an attached 
diner to fill up on coffee. “I don’t consider a mere few hours a long time,” 
he defended, “but I guess I am getting old. I should have spotted that 
thread as soon as | saw the pattern, and suspected the thefts were more 
than just about art. That or I’m just too damn tired.” 

“Well, don’t worry, neither of us have demonstrated a great deal of 
clarity of late,” she offered, trying to ease his wounded pride. “There is 
something exceedingly evil about what we are chasing. Bring me a cup, 
please. You know what happens when I go into diners,” she winked as 
he stepped from the car. 

“Right you are old girl. Right you are.” 

The rest of the drive to Chicago was made mostly in silence. Liam 
savored the surprisingly good truck stop coffee and Tanner retrieving 
e-mail from Erwin. Occasionally muttering to herself and sending 
additional messages. Dark was nearing, the early winter sundown 
fleeting on the horizon as they left I-65 and started the dance of death 
as the traffic on the lower part of 90/94 was sometimes known. Liam 
glanced at his boss who was staring at her laptop. 

“A penny for your thoughts.” 

“Tt will cost more than a penny, Liam. In fact this whole mess will 
be expensive. Find someplace to stop for the night. It’s too late to do 
anything now. I want to print everything Erwin has sent me. You need 
to read this mess. Find a decent hotel on the northwest side of the city. I 
think A.S.S. is located on that side of the city. I want to get this printed, 
something to eat and then I want to try and call Rachel again.’ 


“Speaking of the Colonel, what do we want to do there?” 
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“Him, too, but he can wait until tomorrow. I'm tired. Hell, we're 
tired,” she sighed. “The only sleep I've had in two days has been on the 
plane.” 

“Well, missy, don’t blame me for your lack of sleep two nights 
running, I just kept you up last night. You want to tell me about the 
night before?” 

“No!” 

Liam let it drop. Tanner was in no mood for light conversation, he 
sensed. She scrolled through her laptop, not once noticing the brilliance 
of the Chicago skyline as he continued to dodge cars, trucks and all other 
manner of vehicles until exiting and pulling into the parking lot of the 
Radisson Hotel. 

“Stay in the car, I'll see if they have any rooms for us humble 
governmental servants.” 

“Tm coming with you. I've been sitting too long. We'll both have to 
register, anyway, she replied. 

Liam nodded, and slowly removed his stiff and tension-filled body 
from the car. He stood stretching and breathing the cold night air. 

Tanner, though much younger, had seemed overcome with a sense 
of dread, magnified by the deep weariness that ate deep into her bones. 
They stood on either side of the car, each tied to their own dance, their 
own brand of relief. 

Finally Liam turned and without waiting for Tanner grabbed his 
luggage lumbered across the snow covered parking lot to the overly warm 
lobby. He was almost through with his check-in by the time Tanner 
entered, 

“It’s only a little after six,’ Liam said. “Ifyou have no further use for 
my old body, I shall retire for a wee nap.” 

“Of course,” she agreed. Her sense of dread and overall feeling of 
foreboding was starting to take its toll and she was deep in thought as she 
finished checking in. She turned and found Liam stuck in deep recline 
in a lobby chair. 


“You're still here,” she remarked. 
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“True...true, at least you have not lost your powers of observation. 
I thought we should meet later, have dinner and then go over this 
paperwork and try to locate Rachel. Do we have an address on her? On 
anyone, for that matter?” 

“T'm sure it’s buried in the mounds of information your Gnome has 
sent. We'll find it and go there tomorrow. I'll buzz her here in a minute 
or two.’ Something she knew she wasn’t going to do in a minute or sixty 
for that matter. 

“Well, then what do you say with a bit of sleep, my charming company 
for dinner and a perusal of said documents. After all of that, maybe 
Rachel will be kind enough to pick up her phone.” 

Tanner stared at Liam, wondering if he could still take Ritalin. 

“Well, what's it to be old girl?” Liam pushed, as he tried to extricate 
himself from the chair, his own fatigue bearing down on him as if he did 
carry the world’s weight. “Damn,” he cried, as he ended up on his knees 
on the floor. “You know, with all of the laws our infamous lawmakers 
have saddled us, there should be one more; the restriction of those kind 
of chairs to places where old men can not find them. I hate these things,” 
he concluded vehemently, finally standing with only part of his dignity 
imtact; 

Tanner couldn't stifle her amusement and as soon as Liam was 
upright she had completely lost it, breaking into a full belly laugh. 

“T don’t find the trials of old men humorous, missy, you should 
respect your elders.” 

Still, she couldn't stop and finally Liam turned, picked up his luggage 
and strode down the hallway with as much style as he could muster. 
“Eight,” he called over his shoulder. “In the lobby.” 

Tanner continued to laugh as she made her way towards her assigned 
room, in the opposite direction of Liam. 

The dinner was quiet. Neither had fully recovered from the lack of 
sleep and subsequent flight to the country’s mid-section, but the meal 
was palatable and afterwards; the coffee rich and hot. Tanner was trying 
to digest all she had learned from Erwin’s e-mails, and not willing to 


discuss everything she had garnered, Liam, on the other hand, was lost 
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in thought. Not so much about Rachel, or the passing of Mr. Pickett, 
or anything remotely related to lost secrets, but was attempting to place 
a time line on his life; where he had been and was it all worth the effort 
and where he might be headed. Tanner's self evoked silence regarding 
the Gnome’s endless trail of information had limited conversation and 
Liam had fallen into a thought pattern of selfdoubt. Normally upbeat, 
rolling with the punches, whether produced by the investigation or the 
politics within his office, he seldom gave way to self-doubt. 

Maybe this case made no sense or if it did was it all worth it, the 
deaths, that is. Information, even super sensitive, seemed to be available 
to anyone. Hell...Everyone. The thought of leaving a string of bodies 
across the landscape was depressing in and of its stupidity. It had been 
years, more than thirty, since he had witnessed first hand the horrors 
of stupidity: Men obsessing with their own infallibility leading others 
into the depths of hell, leaving a wake of dismemberment, death and 
destruction. 

Maybe he was getting old. Tired for sure. Tired of death. Death, 
especially in multitudes had a way of deepening anguish and with it came 
a feeling of lassitude that was almost impossible to shake. It had a smell 
that regardless of its distance ate at the very fabric of his being. It had 
taken a great deal of time, scotch and distraction to remove its odor the 


last time, and he really wasn't sure he wanted to do it again. 


CHAPTER FORTY-SIX 


There was an unnatural quiet at four in the morning in the middle of 
nowhere. Rachel was just east of Des Moines. She was not sure exactly, 
but it was quiet wherever she was, for even the normal exchange between 
the help was subdued. Dawn was two hours or better away. The wind 
had dropped. The snow lay quiet. The drunks were home in bed and 
the breakfast crowd had not yet arrived. The low rumble of one hundred 
idling diesel trucks the only sound for miles. 

Rachel sat in a semi-clean booth situated as far back in the room as 
she could find in Big Sonny's Truck Stop and Eats, drinking coffee and 
picking at a bagel. The spare tire in her “borrowed” car, she thought 
would benefit more from the cream cheese than the bagel. She had been 
at the truck stop for some time, and wasn't sure whether she should cry or 
laugh. She didn’t stand out and wouldn't even if the place was crowded. 
Gone was her perfectly coifed hair, and perfect makeup. No elegant 
dress or even the Yuppie power business suit that graced her figure. 
Most of Rachel’s blonde hair was stuffed under a Cubs cap. Her makeup 
had worn off some time past and her dreaded freckles were obvious. 
Jeans and sweatshirt were her attire of choice. Despite the sweatshirt, a 
remnant of a past affair was a little too obvious. But the Corps’ motto, 
Run, and You'll only Die Tired, had seemed appropriate at the time. 
Although without sufficient sleep in she didn’t know how long, she was 
remarkably alert. Too much so, she felt, as the events of the past week or 


so kept playing like a news reel at a Saturday morning movie. She knew 
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the adrenaline would wear off soon and something must be done about 
that, but for now she was happy to sit and stare into space. 

“More coffee, Miss,” said a woman armed with two coffee pots; 
regular and supercharged regular. 

“No, I’m fine for now. But would you know where the bus station 
is located?” The thought of commercial transportation just popped into 
her head. She had been thinking of just driving. “Her” car, she realized, 
would probably be spotted if she used it much longer. After all, a TR-6 
didn’t exactly blend, and she couldn't fly, security precluded that. 

“Now, that’s a question we don't get asked much anymore, not with 
everyone driving these days. This is a truck stop, lady. How did you get 
here? You don't look like you hitchhiked from anywhere.’ 

“No, but I’m having a little car trouble,” she thought quickly. “T saw 
a garage not too far back on the interstate. I thought I would leave my 
car and get it repaired. I need to get home. I'll send my little brother 
to pick up the car.” Yeah, she thought, as if her little brother would hop 
a bus and ride to Iowa for anything. My God, I’m losing my mind, she 
thought. For a minute, I really did have car trouble. “But I'll have to wait 
until seven or so, I guess, before they open. So, could I have a toasted 
English mufhn, if you don’t mind?” Rachel requested. 

“T don't mind,” said the woman dressed in typical truck stop waitress 
attire, black rayon dress with “Marge” on the obligatory paper name tag. 
“But you havent finished your bagel. Are you sure?” 

“Yes, I'm sure. Could I have some tea? My coffee allowance has 
certainly been reached.” 

As the waitress left to place the order for the English Muffin, Rachel 
let herself go limp and leaned back into the corner of the booth, propped 
her feet and closed her eyes. Had it only been twenty-four hours, she 
asked herself? It seemed more on the order of one or two lifetimes to 
Rachel as she sighed once again and reached for the coffee taking a short 
sip as it had become as cold as the Iowa night, but it was caffeine. She 
closed her eyes again. 

She had spotted the Chevrolet Impala that had been her chariot to 


the Indianapolis International Airport as soon as she left her driveway. 
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Detective Tucker, slouched behind the wheel, didn’t see Rachel as she left 
her driveway, he was asleep. She left the driveway and parked on the side 
of the street and stared at the sleeping detective. Her first reaction was 
to wake him. Scream in his ear a little, startle him. What the hell did he 
think he was doing following her? But anger was soon replaced by panic. 
She shoved the Jeep in gear and fled her residence much faster than the 
law allowed or the street conditions permitted. She slid around the first 
cornet, across the oncoming lanes and then bounced off the curb. 

Being the fair person she was she was not completely convinced 
that Robert was responsible for the murder of Edward Pickett, but she 
was sure he was involved somehow, someway. One doesn’t just happen 
upon a Faberge Egg or the many other damning pieces she found, not 
to mention the several pieces of false I.D.’s that not only looked like her, 
but bore her name. 

The search not only yielded those surprises, but the encounter with 
the neighbor where she confirmed more than she required to alter her 
sanity. Almost trance-like, she drove around Chicago's near northwest 
side. She finally snapped out of it in the parking lot of an abandoned 
Chi-Chi’s restaurant, the motor idling and talking to herself. 

Determination took over and a plan was formed as she drove to three 
banks where she withdrew the maximum allowed out of her checking 
and three credit cards. She did not return to her place, the presence of 
Detective Tucker precluded that choice, so clothes and the necessities of 
travel would have to be purchased along the way. 

Rachel quickly left the area, cutting across the urban sprawl of 
Chicago until she picked up the toll road and followed it to O'Hare. 
She parked her Jeep in an offsite lot. The off-lot was a double-edged 
sword; it gave refuge to her Jeep, but it made the search for another 
vehicle a little more difficult. She was vividly aware that if she used her 
credit cards or wrote a check, she could instantly be located, and if she 
left her car at O'Hare, it would give people a starting point. Just who 
these people might be she had no idea. Still the murder in Indianapolis, 
the discovery of Detective Tucker camped in front of her apartment and 


the astonishing discoveries made at not only Robert's apartment, but his 
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alter ego's as well convinced her that all was not Hebe and someone was 
definitely out to cause her harm. 

She couldn't put a finger on it, but the trip would help. She did her 
best thinking on long trips, and the upcoming one would be long enough 
she felt to put some kind of a start on the recovery of her life. There 
was a bit of wit she read in some magazine, probably Harper's or The 
New Yorker, she never could remember where, but felt it was absolutely 
appropriate at this point, “just because no one is following you, does not 
mean you aren't paranoid...” While she knew someone was after her, the 
reverse thought process brought a smile and helped return her calm as 
well as her resolve. 

She tipped the driver of the off-site shuttle van as he dropped her in 
front of Terminal A. She walked towards and through the first entrance 
to the American Airlines Terminal until she was satisfied the shuttle 
driver was back in the traffic loop. Satisfied, she quickly reversed her 
direction and walked out of the terminal across the traffic loop and 
headed to the parking garage. She found herself in Short Term parking, 
she needed Long Term. She needed a car from someone that wouldn't 
be back, hopefully, in the next two to three days. 

Rachel had done her fair share of flying, and like so many of her fellow 
travelers paid little attention to anyone else, much less her surroundings. 
At the moment she was keenly aware and understood fully how O’Hare 
got the reputation of being the world’s busiest airport. Even at this hour 
in the morning, the comings and goings of travelers presented a question 
as to just how quietly Rachel could abscond with a car and go swiftly into 
the morning air without all of Chicago being alerted before she was ten 
miles down the road. 

She was now walking more aimlessly wondering if she could pull it 
off and if so, for how long, when the answer to her enigma drove into the 
parking garage and parked some two rows from where she was standing. 
She continued to walk so as to appear part of the overall traffic within 
the garage, but never took her eye off of the man as he exited the 1971 
TR-6 and retrieved a set of golf clubs from the trunk, or boot as it is 
correctly known in the perfectly mannered mother land. With a travel 
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bag over one shoulder, his golf clubs over the other, the man walked 
straight towards Rachel looking for the thruway that would take him 
to the terminal. 

Rachel quickened her pace so as to meet the man on the walkway, 
and was two isles behind the parked British Racing Green Triumph by 
the time the man had assured himself that he had forgotten nothing and 
was continuing towards the terminal at a proper gait. Rachel reversed 
her direction and slowly ambled back towards the car she had selected. 
By the time Rachel reached the Triumph, the man was almost in the 
terminal. 

Rachel said a silent prayer for her older brother, who had taken 
an over active interest in British sports cars. He had owned several, 
including two Triumphs; a TR-250 and a TR-6 that looked just like the 
ones she had selected. Rachel, as all little sisters, had made it a full time 
job to follow her older siblings around the house, lawn and garage. No 
amount of “Mother, Rachel's in the way and might get hurt,” could deter 
Rachel from watching her brother work on his cars. The one main fact 
she came away with was the owning of a British sports car was a project. 
New or old, they required constant maintenance. By osmosis, she had 
learned a great deal about everything that could and did go wrong with 
these small bullets on wheels. The major fact, and one she was most 
thankful for today, is the fact for the most part they did not need keys. 
Anyone could slip under the walnut dashboard, grab two wires that were 
marked “ignition” and peal back a little insulation and rub them together 
for the spark needed to start the engine. Her brother had operated for 
six months this way after losing his keys while swimming, The wires 
werent really marked with print or tape, but they were easy to find. 

Rachel opened the door, for it was useless to try and lock a convertible 
because you can open them with a pocket knife, and sat in the bucket 
seat. She adjusted the seat to the proper distance for her feet to reach 
the brake and clutch and opened her purse and extracted a metal nail 
file. A minute later, the almost patented sound of the in-line six cylinder 
with two Stromberg carbs came to life with alow throaty rumble. Rachel 


grinned to herself and then for the world. If it had not been twenty-five 
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degrees at the moment, she knew the top would be down and her cap 
off and her blonde hair streaming in the wind. One of the many things 
she had learned from her brother's love of sports cars was the absolute 
fact that a blonde in a sports car driving with her hair in the slipstream 
could own the world. She almost giggled as she sped down the ramps 
and out of the garage and onto the Tri-State, pausing only briefly to pay 


the small parking fee. 


“Are you sure you don’t want a proper breakfast?” the waitress asked, 
jolting Rachel back to the present, while placing an English Mufhn and 
a cup of hot water along with the tea bag on the table. “If you've been 
traveling any length of time, you should have something more substantial 
than this muffin,” 

“No, I'll be fine,” Rachel said, as she dropped the tea bag into the cup 
of hot water, “but, could you draw me a map back into town and to the 
bus station. I'll find a garage in town.” 

“TI do better than that, honey. I've got an ex-boyfriend...well not 
really an ex-yet, but soon to be, who has a garage just off the first exit as 
you reach the little loop there in Des Moines. I'll call him and wake his 
butt up. I'll draw you a map or you can wait some, and follow me when 
I get off work in a couple of hours. I can then give you a ride to the bus 
station. It won't be any trouble. It’s on my way.” 

“Thank you, that’s very kind, but you don't have to go to that much 
trouble...” 

“No trouble, sweetie. I’ve been wanting to see that SOB again, this 
just gives me a reason. You ever have man trouble, honey? Me and Joe 
Robert been seeing each other for almost ten years and I still can't get 
him off of dead center. I gave him an ultimatum that if we aren't married 
by Christmas...Well, I doubt that will work. Never has before. So, I 
should know better. Me and him have a lot of history. Most of it good. 
I don't like to go crawling, but I sure do miss him, and you being here 
and needing help will give me the perfect excuse to see him again. So, 
you just eat your muffin and drink your tea. I get off at seven. We have 
a new crew at that time. I'll check back with you later, hon.” 
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“Where's your restroom?” Rachel asked in an almost panic as she 
didn’t want to really leave her borrowed car with anyone. Just leave it in 
a parking lot near the bus station. But now, this lady was going to jam 
her plans and Rachel had to think quickly and get back on the road. 

“Just back through the entrance, go to the lobby and turn right. 
Dont go into the convenience store part. If you hit that area, you're too 
fat. 

“Thanks,” Rachel said as she settled back in her booth and tried to 
concentrate on her muffin and tea. She glanced at her watch; Mickey's 
little hand was between the four and the five and the big hand on the 
six. The watch, a gift from her father when she was nine, had seen a lot. 
It was her anchor, from a time in her life when her father was still her 
hero and she was still his little girl. Except for formal occasions, and 
even then, sometimes she wore the Disney promotional watch just to 
tweak someone who thought too much of themselves, the watch was her 
constant companion. It actually harked back to a time before puberty, 
on which she blamed for most of her problems. 

It was a lost cause to rehash her life. She had other problems 
and they would not be solved sitting on her butt. She had little over 
two hours before the waitress, Marge, would want to lead her to her 
boyfriend’s garage. Well Rachel had no intention of keeping that date. 
Plans changed. Somewhere in her memory banks, she recalled some 
general and what he said about battle plans; they were out the window 
as soon as the first shot was fired. “I think mine went out the window 
when I walked into Robert's apartment,” Rachel said almost out loud 
and then looked around startled at the thought of the real possibility 
she was losing her grip. She took a bite of the muffin and was surprised 
it tasted good. 

As she nibbled at her muffin and sipped her tea, she reflected again 
as she had done for the last two hundred miles about her discoveries in 
Robert's apartment as well as the other, more damning place, and the 
fear that caused this long trip. 

Not that Rachel hadn't noticed in the past Robert leering at her, 


but never in her wildest dreams did she expect photos of herself doing 
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the most mundane of tasks, but more over, ID’s, passports and mail 
the indicated that she not only lived there but collected hideous spy 
memorabilia, stolen artifacts and a plethora of makeup to alter her 
appearance. Instinctively she squeezed her purse and its delicate 
contents. And besides, she thought, anyone who knew Rachel knew 
she would never stoop to such crass measures to alter her appearance. 
Suddenly she felt like her old self. 

She steeled herself for what lay ahead in Iowa and Nebraska. She 
decided it was best to keep up the current trend of doing the exact 
opposite of what she would normally do. If Robert and his devious little 
mind were going to catch up with her, he would just have to sweat, just 


like she had done for the past thirty hours. 


The drive out of Chicago heading west on I-80 was a rather pleasant one. 
She had not driven a sports car since her brother had left for college and 
found pleasure in the low throaty rumble of the exhaust and the noisy 
side windows. Even the heater rattled, but it worked and so did the 
engine as she had to work to keep her speed safely at the posted limit. 
The last thing she needed was to be stopped with a stolen car. No, 
that would not do, she concluded and gently sped across the Midwest 
landscape until she turned off the interstate and headed north on 380 
through Evansdale and then over to 297. 

It was a little after one in the afternoon when she pulled into 
Waterloo, Iowa. She mused at the sign and wondered if it was an omen; 
her Waterloo. She shivered at the thought, then parked the Triumph 
in front of a small café on the town square and walked across the street 
and in to the courthouse. 

Thirty minutes of polite questioning and very little actual record 
checking, Mrs. Jo Beth Neely, a large robust woman of indeterminate age 
who could have been forty or seventy, and who seemed to run the whole 
of the courthouse, Rachel also concluded she was the town’s register of 
deeds and the town busy body, but none the less, Mrs. Neely was still 
helpful and informed Rachel that Father Ormond’s orphanage had been 


in Waterloo for over one hundred forty years. 
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“Well, of course, Father Ormond came to Waterloo only thirty or 
forty years ago,” Jo Beth quickly commented. 

The institution was known, but not as big or as famous as Boys’ 
Town, the talkative Mrs. Neely informed, but Father Ormond was the 
pride of Waterloo, himself doing all of that good work. Well, Rachel 
thought, it wouldn't take much to be a shooting star in Waterloo, Iowa. 

“Now, Miss, Father Ormond doesn't take to unannounced visitors, 
you know. Oh, he allows concerned members of the various churches 
on Saturday, but just people off the street, hardly ever,’ Mrs. Neely 
enlightened Rachel. 

“Well, I’m sure he'll see me,” Rachel said with more confidence than 
she felt, “and if he won't, Saturday’s fine.” Rachel started to walk out of the 
register's office. The last thing she wanted was to attract attention. She 
did not want to create a stir before she even started her investigation. 

Rachel had concluded that Mrs. Neely was probably correct; she 
would not get through the front door without a reference. Therefore 
she knew that more than a small amount of subterfuge was required. 
She returned to the Triumph and drove back to the highway, where 
she found the ever present K-Mart. Between Wal-Mart and K-Mart it 
seemed to Rachel that Main Street businesses were disappearing. Maybe 
the small town hardware stores will survive or Mom's Diner, the local 
gathering place in all of small towns, but for the most part they seemed 
to be a vanishing breed. She didn’t dwell on the demise of the small 
town’s identity as a store like K-Mart where she stopped the Triumph 
was perfect for her. No one would remember her. 

She had formed several plans and discarded all but one; become a 
Federal Agent. It wouldn't be hard, she knew, the proper power suit 
along with the appropriate identification should do it. Unfortunately, 
she didn’t have the time to come up with a very good set of identification 
documents. Her own would have to do. The Colonel’s ID kit contained 
nearly everything that matched a federal set. The only difference was 
instead of Treasury or FBI over the laminated logo, it said ASS. Well, 
she figured it would do. It had in the past. Many people had assumed she 
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was a federal agent just by the size and color of the fold out wallet, and 
with the appropriate attire, Rachel was confident it would work again. 
While the racks at K-Mart didn’t contain the clothes Rachel was 
accustomed to, she found a dark suit, shoes and purse to match along 
with a fresh supply of necessities; panties, bras and toiletries. She paid 
cash. She was in and out of the store in a flash, barely giving the Triumph 


time to cool. 


CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN 


Impeccably dressed in a winter white pantsuit, but with a haggard and 
worn look around her eyes, Tanner stared at the morning paper while 
trying to sip her tea. She had been in the breakfast room for over an 
hour. Unable to sleep, a thought she couldn't bring to the surface, kept 
her up until an hour before her alarm sounded. Now going on forty-eight 
hours without any real rest it was all starting to catch up with her. With 
the background of the normal subdued conversation of breakfast diners 
in hotels, she continued to stare at the front page of the USA Today as 
she had for the last hour. The headlines could have announced the start 
of WWIII or the Second Coming and Tanner would not have noticed. 
The same nagging thought that had kept her awake was still at work. Try 
as she might, she couldn't bring it to the front of her conscience. 

In contrast, Liam had slept the sleep of the dead. And with his body 
clock restored and his depression of the night before gone, he entered the 
room with a smile on his face and a bounce in his step. Dressed casually, 
in gray slacks and a maroon sweater vest, he carried his overcoat on his 
arm. His gait so light, he could have been mistaken for Fred Astaire. 

“Well, you certainly look rested,” Liam said with more than a hint 
of sarcasm, as Tanner tried not to slump in her chair. “I've seen better 
faces on iodine bottles. Didn't you get any sleep, my pet?” 

“Thank you so much for your kind words,” Tanner forced with a little 
more spite than necessary. “My neighbors were, how shall I say, active, 
last night. The walls in these chain hotels are paper thin, and I don't 
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know if his name was just Jim or Oh, Jim,” she said in mock pleasure. 
“Anyway, I was working last night while you were snug in bed. Collating 
all that shit you asked the Gnome to do.” 

“Me?” he defended. 

“We, upside down. And to top it off, my printer ran out of ink and 
I didn’t have a spare, so I didn’t get all the information printed. But, 
your epiphany is coming true. From what he was able to gather and I 
was able to print, there are several deaths that could possibly be linked 
to the couriers.” 

“What you didn't print?” 

“What? You know how I like the paper.” 

He left well enough alone. “Is there anything on Rachel or Robert.” 

“Nothing, yet. He said the first gathering was slow going and he still 
had some possibilities left to check out. So, I would imagine I'll have 
that information later.” 

“Then I take it our first stop is the Colonel?” 

She only nodded. Her usual enthusiasm waning. 

“Excellent. But I think you need to get some rest, you do not look 
all that chipper, my dear.” 

“Thank you once again. But I'll catch up tonight.” 

“To make sure, let's find an office supply store, get you the necessary 
printer cartridges, so you can print out the remaining pages.” 

It worked, a tired smile tugged at the corner of Tanner's mouth. 

“I like paper, too,” he admitted. 

“Let's grab you a fresh cup of coffee and get this carnival on the 


road.” 


“I just love this name, don't you,” Liam noted as they located A.S.S., or 
American Security Systems at the information center. “What a name. 
I'll bet the old Colonel didn’t have these initials in mind when he named 
his company? What do you think?” 

Tanner didn't reply as they exited the elevator on the seventeenth 
floor and walked across the terrazzo lobby, her heals echoing their 
announcement. Elaine Brandt didn’t look up as they entered. She was 
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occupied with changing the color of her nails. Tanner finally lost her 
patience and reached across the receptionist desk and grabbed Elaine 
by the arm. 

“Tanner Shea and Liam Collins with the US Treasury to see Colonel 
Harnish, Please announce our arrival.” 

Elaine Brandt looked at Tanner with surprise and disbelief. She 
was not sure when someone had last barked at her in this job, but she 
was sure it was not recent. She would have ignored the woman had not 
the Treasury Agent still had her arm ina vice. Elaine wrenched her arm 
free and pulled herself up in her chair. She didn’t look at the two people 
across from her, but picked up the phone and called her boss. It was not 
a long conversation. She tried to be indignant, but the Colonel had cut 
her short, so she pulled her own dignity together and since she obviously 
couldn't intimidate the woman, she made sure her skirt climbed higher 
still, give the old man a thrill, she thought. Maybe a heart attack. Serve 
him right, hanging around the counter like that, and him with a much 
younger woman. But the older Treasury Agent paid her no mind and 
Elaine quickly lost interest in her tricks, her attention span was limited, 
at best. 

“The Colonel will see you now,” she said as she lowered the receiver 
to the cradle and pointed to the elevator bank on the south wall. 

“What floor?” Tanner asked in a tone that matched her clipped 
gait. 

“Twenty,” Elaine replied, shooting a glare at Tanner's retreating back 
before turning her attention back to her perfect nails. 

The Colonel met them at the elevator and whisked them into his 
office where he served Liam coffee from his silver service and Tanner a 
blended Oolong tea from his special reserve. He made gushing remarks 
over Tannet’s choice of teas and the fact that he was a tea man himself. 

Liam grunted. 

Tanner quickly set off to obtain as much information as the Colonel 
might have gained from the Indianapolis police. He confirmed that 
Rachel wasn’t a suspect in the murder of Edward Pickett, but that she 


was on administrative leave until the matter was resolved, or solved. 
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Liam excused himself indicating his need to find the restroom. ‘The 
Colonel only nodded as he sat enthralled with Tanner'and her roundabout 
explanation as to why they were interested in Rachel, Robert and A.S.S. 
He was only too happy to help her with her investigation and furnish 
Tanner with a listing of conventions, shows and events along with the 
attendees and personnel that were responsible for the security. 

No sooner had he placed the call for the reports they were at Tanner's 
fingertips. Briefly she recognized several locations and knew immediately 
the common thread that ran through them. 

Poker-faced, she asked the Colonel for one more favor; Rachel and 
Robert's addresses. He punched the magical keys on his computer 
keyboard and waited for his little white box to provide the information 
Tanner requested. His face reflected the blank screen. No information 
on Robert was available. He tried again. Nothing. He placed a quick 
call to personnel, specifically requesting the files on Rachel and Robert. 
His wary smile wasn't lost on Tanner, and she knew immediately there 
was problem. 

Liam returned and refilled his cup from the Colonel's private stash 
and resumed his seat. His presence only added more tension to the 
Colonel's already crusty face. Harnish, well aware that not only his 
employees were being scrutinized, but his firm as a whole and heaped 
praises upon Rachel and her abilities in not only security, but public 
relations, as well. His stall only added insult to injury as far as Tanner 
was concerned. Her silence was excruciating. 

Unaware of the problem, Liam didn’t speak, but rather sat in 
wonder as Tanner continued to hold the Colonel in the palm of her 
hand gathering tidbits here and there, even if they were useless. What 
a great way to work, he thought. A good looking woman could obtain 
more information and quicker than any man with a tire iron, gun or 
those wonderful electrodes attached to crank telephones of which the 
South American dictators were so fond. 

The phone rang, and if possible, the Colonel’s expression couldn't 
have been grimmer. He replaced the phone and pecked furiously at 


the keyboard. A brief sense of relief stole across his features, as he at 
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least found information on Rachel and relayed that on to Tanner, but 
reluctantly had to admit there was nothing available on Robert, either 
in the computer or in personnel. 

An arched eyebrow from Tanner was her only communication, 
making matters worse for Harnish. He vowed to get to the bottom of 
this and asked for a number where she could be reached when he had 
matters under control. 

Cool pleasantries aside, Tanner and Liam left the Colonel to ponder 
his own lack of security, and they made their way to what seemed to be 
a hole-in-the-wall eatery. 

They took a booth by the front window, ordered coffee, and Tanner 
spread the convention information provided by Harnish in front of 
Liam along with the Gnome’s findings and waited for his reaction to the 
obvious. Her face was as grim as the Colonel’s of earlier. 

“Tannie, this doesn't bode well for your friend,” he stated with a 
reserved seriousness as he flipped through pages from both reports. 

Her posture was crest fallen as she pushed away her coffee, not the 
least interested in its warmth, or in Liam's pending analysis, and before 
he could speak, Tanner flipped open her cell phone and dialed up the 
office. 

“Hi, Janice, anything new? I see. Is Mr. Williams in?” She waited 
for the connection. “Yes, sir. I wanted to...Yes, we visited with the 
Captain.” She stole a glance to her table partner. 

Liam gestured for her to ease the edge in her tone, especially since 
she was talking to the boss. 

“The Captain,” she defended, “was being a pompous pain-in-the- 
ass...George? Excuse me, Mr. Williams, sir.” She listened with all the 
patience of a five year old at Christmas, her nails beating a pattern of 
irritation on the scarred laminate table. “If you're through lecturing me, 
George, I need you to do your job.” 

Liam winced. 

“I need a search warrant,” she continued, “and I need it by this 
afternoon. Yes, I have enough probable cause to support the afhdavit 


and the intrusion. I can fill out the paperwork, but I would appreciate it 
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if you'd make a phone call or two to the U.S. Attorney's office and help 
expedite the process.” She waited through the silerice on the other end, 
and then added for good measure, “Please, sir.” 

Liam relaxed the tension in his brow and patted Tanner's hand, 
silencing the annoying patter. She smiled at his effort. 

She briefly relayed the details of the Erwin’s search regarding the 
thefts, homicides and the schedule of events provided by A.S.S., and 
most importantly, a missing Rachel. 

“Tadmit it’s sketchy at best, but every city Rachel has set up security; 
there has been a homicide and a subsequent theft of an antiquity. The 
most recent, Indianapolis, with the disappearance of stamps, the murder 
of Mr. Pickett, and his liaison with Rachel, then we feel we have enough 
to support the warrant...I've read the report, George. I know there isn't 
any mention of missing stamps, but through our investigation we suspect 
a set is missing. Fine, if you do me this favor, I'll get you a thorough brief 
on the investigation.” 

She stalled for time, knowing her partner had slightly intruded into 
Mtr. Pickett’s humble abode, but at the moment that was the least of 
her concern. A person she had at one time trusted, and then distanced 
herself from had reentered her life with what seemed to be yet another 
cock-and-bull story to save her own ass, and Tanner was once again in 
the middle. She silently chastised herself for being so gullible in aiding 
and abetting Rachel Rene Bennett. God, why didn’t she listen to her 
mother? 

After reassuring George the brief would be forthcoming, she thanked 
him for his assistance and hung up. Liam sat stone-faced and waited for 
Tanner to make the first move. 

“Don't ever go into someone’s home again without cause,” she directed 
his way. 

“Yes, ma'am. How much time do we have before we can execute this 
warrant?” 

“We're not far from the district court, and if George works his phone 
magic, all I'll have to do is just fill out the paperwork. Hopefully there 
will be very little chit-chat with the attorney involved other than having 
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to show cause. Then off to the judge for review, then to Rachel’s. This 
afternoon at the latest.” 

“Look, you get the search warrant, and I'll handle Rachel’s,” he 
offered. “You could use some rest.” 

“We'll handle Rachel,” she countered with an authority he knew she 


meant. 


‘The seriously congested streets reminded Liam of his hometown, Boston, 
where on his last trip home he discovered they were attempting to, once 
again, fix the trafic problem, but as usual were only making it worse. 
He rode in silence as Tanner shot into and out of traffic lanes, seemingly 
unaware of the additional two cars that were attempting to occupy the 
same space on the roadways. Liam knew better than to comment on 
her driving, especially since she was on her cell phone, and paying no 
attention to the new law prohibiting the use of hand-held phones in cars. 
She darted in and out of traffic, so he merely sat back and toyed with 
his empty coffee cup and silently chastised her like many of her fellow 
drivers. It didn’t help matters that she was still unable to find the elusive 
Rachel. 

After almost an hour of bumping and grinding traffic, Tanner pulled 
to a sliding halt in front of the courthouse. A passive Liam watched as 
she yanked her seatbelt off and opened her door, pausing midway, she 
turned to him, 

“Sit still. I'll be right back,” she instructed. 

“Yes, Mom,” he chided. 

She shut the door and pointed a stern finger his way. “I heard that,” 
she mouthed and carefully picked her way through mounds of shoveled 
snow in front of the sidewalk. 

Liam grimaced as her less than graceful attempt finally paid off and 
she made it onto a somewhat cleared path and headed towards the court's 
building. 

As a seasoned veteran of stakeouts, Liam knew better than to 
check his watch, and for what seemed forever, he sat and waited while 


Tanner gathered the necessary paperwork that would be the first step 
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in dismantling a well organized killing and stealing machine. Half an 
hour later, she reappeared and this time she walked on the pavement as 
opposed to the sidewalk, a paper bag cradled in her arm. 

She opened the door and looked in at Liam. “Were you good?” 

He smiled and reached for the bag. She pulled it back. 

“You don’t deserve this. I know you laughed the whole time I was 
climbing Kilimanjaro. So really, you don't deserve this,” she informed 
him and handed over his cup of Java. 

“Thank you, Miss Shea,” he said and accepted the hot steamy 
coffee. He sipped and savored the flavor of his favorite beverage. “Who 
would have guessed you could pick up such a blend at the local courts 
building?” 

Tanner remained silent as she pulled into traffic and headed west. 
She found North Avenue and headed towards what she was sure was a 
long day. Liam remained quiet, knowing her mood was sullen and just 
a little more than irked at Rachel’s lack of courtesy in returning phone 


calls, and being more forthcoming about her activities. 


CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT 


Rachel left Waterloo on Highway 63, heading slowly north along the 
banks of the Cedar River. Like most towns today, Waterloo fell away to 
strip malls, single stores, and finally old auto dealerships turned into “We 
Float the Note” used car lots. The Triumph’s throaty exhaust rumbled 
past Dot's Diner and finally an outdoor flea market now closed for the 
winter. 

She found a remote motor court complete with kitchenette about six 
miles south of Father Ormond’s. She registered under her own name, 
but paid cash just the same and set about creating the perfect federal 
agent. 

After a quick shower, Rachel sat letting her hair dry as she had 
nothing to speed the process. It gave her ample opportunity to reflect on 
her situation and what she could do about it. Her only conclusion was 
to back track and try to discover why Robert, if he was the killer, why he 
had become one and maybe she could put some sense to it all. 

Finally, with her hair dry, and properly coifed, she dressed in her new 
suit and gave one last look in the vanity mirror. She wished she was not 
driving the TR-6. She felt it was the one piece of her persona that at the 
moment, gave her away. She also wished she had a gun. Since leaving 
the Service she had not carried one. She laughed to herself for such a 
thought. She was going to an orphanage for goodness sake, not some 
Mafa lunchroom on Mulberry Street. Still, she thought, it would have 
made her feel better. 
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Rachel easily found Father Ormond’s some six miles further north 
on the same highway as her motel. She could see the towers as she 
approached. Then again, any structure more than ten feet tall would 
be obvious. The flat landscape of Iowa was constant, broken only by a 
farmer's barn or the courthouse of a small town. Much more driving 
through Iowa and she wouldn't bad mouth Kansas again. 

The orphanage was pure nineteenth century; red granite and brick 
buildings set back from the roadway and scattered over some twenty 
acres on the bank of the river. The grounds facing the roadway were 
fenced with brick and iron with large entry columns on each side of the 
entrance. 

Rachel drove on past, slowly, trying to take in its size and stature. 
She continued for some distance, killing time really, trying to make up 
her mind, still, or maybe trying to get her story straight before making 
a U-turn and returning to the entrance. 

The office was located almost a half a mile from the highway and 
partially concealed by a tree lined entrance. Rachel slowly drove the 
Triumph down the drive overlaid with gravel and onto the cobble stone 
entry of the administration building, wincing all the way as the engine's 
rumble threatened to prematurely announce her arrival. 

Without another thought in her head, Rachel quickly exited the 
sports car and left it parked in front. There were no other vehicles of any 
nature that she could see and felt she certainly would not be blocking 
anyone by leaving the car where it was. 

There were twenty roughened granite steps leading to the large entry 
doors. Midway up she scanned the grounds. No one was in sight and she 
could detect no noise except for the ticking and popping of the cooling 
engine, There were no foot prints in the snow covered lawns and the 
sidewalks had been shoveled and swept clean. There wasn’t any evidence 
of a single, solitary soul. The entire place seemed deserted. 

“May, I help you?” asked the uniformed guard sitting at a rather 
large desk situated just inside the foyer and to the left of the double 


entry doors. 
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“Yes, I would like to see Father Ormond, I’m with the Federal 
Department of Assessment and Assets,” Rachel lied quickly, flashing her 
bi-fold photo ID wallet. “I’m here on a special inquiry,” Rachel continued 
as she met the steady glare of the guard. 

“Special inquiry? Well, that sounds all very important, doesn’t it? 
If you'll sign in, I’ll see if Father Ormond is available,” the guard said as 
he shoved the registry toward Rachel. 

He made no sound as he moved the down the hallway in his 
crepe soled shoes, and Rachel reluctantly signed in as instructed. She 
cooled her heels while the guard disappeared behind yet another set of 
double doors located on the right of the hallway. She replaced her ID, 
complimenting herself on the successful ruse and started to stare at the 
walls lined with class photos. The photos were dated from the turn of 
the century. The guard interrupted her perusal with a motion for her 
to follow. She made the lengthy trip, all the while trying to absorb the 
photos. They ran the whole length of the corridor. Like a needle in a 
haystack, it would have taken forever to find one particular individual, 
but now was not the time. 

The guard escorted her into a small office, empty of anything but 
a small desk with the usual accouterments. No office personnel, just 
empty, like everything else about this place. The guard continued his 
motioning for Rachel to proceed through a connecting doorway into a 
massive dark room. 

It was paneled in the old world style, heavy mahogany with crown 
molding and wainscoting to match that seemed to blend in with the 
highly polished floors. There was a large rug, maybe forty by forty, and 
in the center, a wooden desk that was just as oppressive to match. She 
couldn't discern whether it was cherry or mahogany. The only lighting 
available wasn't allowing visitors to critique the surroundings, however, it 
did allow Rachel to note that the good Father was a smallish man, white 
haired with pink skin. There was little doubt that if he were cooped up in 
this place for any length of time, he saw very little sunshine. Pool room 
or poker parlor, the thought ran through Rachel’s mind as the guard 
closed the office door. 
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“Sit down, dear,” a small voice offered from behind the light. “Please 
tell me what an old man can do for the Federal something or other. 
While we may seem to be cut off from the world, I do read the local paper 
and even the Register from Des Moines, but I don’t think I have heard 
of your department. What was it again, assets and what?” 

Rachel straightened slightly at his questions, knowing he wasn't 
a fool, but she was on a mission and damned well wasn't going to be 
detoured by the kindly Father. 

“Well, never mind; just tell me what I can do for you. The school day 
is almost over and I must greet the boys as they walk to their dorms. 

“Well,” Rachel started slowly, carefully measuring her words. “I am 
looking into the history of one of your former...ah...” 

“Residents, dear. We address them as residents. The word orphan 
is never used. Oh, it was in the past, but not since I have been here. 
These children have enough to worry about as it is. They do not need to 
be reminded each day that their parents, for whatever reason, chose to 
abandon them. Residents, call them residents, dear,” Father Ormond 
gently admonished in his small voice. 

“All right, residents,” she complied. “I am seeking information on 
one of your former residents. The name of Robert Patterson has surface 
in one of our investigations. I am afraid we know very little about him. 
The one thing we do know is that he was a ...a resident here. I would 
be interested in anything you could tell me regarding him. Judging by 
his age, he would have been a resident sometime in the early to mid- 
eighties.” 

"Tm afraid that you are mistaken, we have had no resident by that 
name. I make it a point to know all of the boys and can recite their 
names and most of their histories...every boy that has graduated from 
our schools since I arrived in 1961. No Robert Patterson. We have had 
a James Patterson, several with the Christian name of John; a few Mike’s 
and even a Leslie. Although that poor boy detested his name and we 
called him, Les,” the Father reminisced. “But no, Robert. I keep track 
of most of them, especially the gifted ones. They call or they write. I 
only write. It’s such a pity the phone was invented, don’t you agree? 
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We have lost the beauty of letter writing. Nothing opens the soul more 
than a good letter. Phones are abrasive. I prefer letters, but some of our 
residents use the phone far too much. But I do not know your Robert. 
You must be mistaken, dear.” 

He went to an awful lot of trouble and in length to dissuade Rachel. 
She pulled free a photo ID of Robert that was taken at ASS as part of 
his employment package. 

“Perhaps this will help you remember,” she challenged, not for one 
minute believing his earlier explanation. 

A small, bony hand accepted the picture and if he recognized Robert 
he gave her his best poker face. “No, I’m afraid not,” Father Ormond 
said quickly as he looked into the violet eyes of Robert Patterson. “This 
boy did not attend our school. He was not a resident.” 

“You seem so sure. How can you be so positive?” 

“Nothing is for sure, except the love of God, my dear, but Robert 
Patterson was not from our school. Perhaps he was a town boy. Maybe 
you should try the local high school,” he directed. 

She sat quietly in the wing back chair convinced Father Ormond 
was not telling the whole story. She could not bring herself to say the 
word lying. The pink cheeked man had that grandfather quality of 
truth no child could or would question. Although Rachel was far from 
childhood, she was affected by his overall persona, as she had been of her 
own grandfather. She never questioned her mother’s father even when 
he told her about the man on the moon and the fact that it was made 
of cheese. She was sure he was wrong, even at six or seven, but would 
not utter it out loud. Of course, she learned, that he was just teasing 
her as all grandfathers did, but he never actually lied about anything 
important. There is a truth about grandfathers, except when teasing. 
The key had always been to discern the difference. But while Father 
Ormond’s carriage and manner were grandfatherly in every way, she 
knew he was not telling the truth. She just couldn't confront him and 


say it out loud. That would have been rude. 
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“Perhaps youre right. I'll check at the local high school. Thank you 
for your time,” she said as she arose from the chair. “I will see myself out. 
Again, thank you,” she said as she left the dark room. 

“Good luck, dear, and Godspeed in your quest.” 


CHAPTER FORTY-NINE 


Entering Wicker Park was like a stroll back into Liam’s youth. The 
buildings on North Avenue reflected the vintage style of the 1950's. 

The gods must have smiled on Tanner, for they steered her towards 
an open spot on the street, just in front of Rachel's apartment building, 
And even more miraculous, there was very little snow to negotiate upon 
leaving the vehicle. 

Tanner cinched her overcoat belt and surveyed the building where 
obvious surveillance cameras glared and recorded every move. As she 
moved toward the entry, she counted three along the front of the building, 
There was one on each corner and one above the door. 

Liam fell into line behind her as they made their way up the salted 
path. “Three. Why that’s my lucky number.” 

They stopped at the entry door, Tanner double checking the address 
with her search warrant. It was correct. 

A quick open palm to the magnetic strip lock produced the necessary 
result for entry. The door clicked open. “If only people knew how 
vulnerable they are with keyless entry systems.” She turned to Liam, “I 
hope you use your deadbolt and latch when you stay at hotels.” 

“T will now,” he said with a smile and watched in quiet amazement 
as Tanner led the way. For someone so intent upon upholding the law, 
she certainly proved resourceful in breaking it. “Aren't we going to wait 
for Chicago’s men in blue?” 


She headed for the elevator and pushed the up button. 


Zol 
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“I guess not,” he deduced as they entered the elevator. 

The ride up was as smooth as the cherry paneled walls of the elevator, 
and Tanner could have sworn she smelled their fresh clean scent through 
their polished glaze. A gentle stop and the doors chimed open, granting 
them access to the only apartment on the second floor. 

“Odd, don’t you think?” Tanner posed, while holding the elevator 
door open. “A bunch of cameras, card access for the entry but an elevator 
that requires nothing more than pushing the up button for access.” 

“Do you think all of this security is courtesy of A.S.S.?” 

“Don't know. But I’m sure we'll find the answer to that sooner rather 
than later.” 

As they stepped into the foyer of the apartment, indirect lighting 
around the ceiling came to life, illuminating the polished marble and 
granite. The same rang true for the sconces on either side of the double 
doors to the apartment. Tanner imagined without much effort Rachel 
enjoying this type of lifestyle. And knowing some of the Bennett family 
history, Rachel wasn’t by any means living beyond her means. 

High heels were replaced with booties and gloves were snapped into 
place as Tanner inspected the proximity card lock. She unzipped a small 
pouch and pulled free a small pick and a crochet hook. She positioned 
them in the lock at the base of the scanner and manipulated them until 
she heard the blessed click. She pushed the handle down and the door 
eased open. 

She glanced at Liam, who was busy admiring her handy work while 
pulling gloves into place. 

“A crochet hook?” he asked. 

“Never leave home without it.” 

Inside the lights came on inside the circular hallway, allowing the 
visitors to admire the niches and their well placed statues. 

“Holy Mother Mary,” Liam whispered as he took in the full length 
waterfall and its blue back lighting. 

Tanner was less impressed, and more concerned that the alarm panel 


was stony silent. All indicators were off. She snapped her fingers and 
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Liam turned to see her press a finger to her lips for silence. She pointed 
at the alarm. 

“Rachel?” Tanner called out, while pulling her PPK. 

Liam winced at her choice of weaponry for this trip. 

“Rachel? It’s Tanner. Where are you?” she asked as she carefully 
made her way through the den and formal living room. She noticed 
the table lamps remained off. Perhaps the muted afternoon sunshine 
provided enough light that the sensors were not activated. 

Liam took the opposite route and headed toward the kitchen via the 
dining room. A quick check of the half bath produced nothing. They 
met in the great room. There was still no peep from Rachel, if indeed 
she was at home. 

They looked at the staircase and headed up. The catwalk gave way 
to another circular hallway, with yet another fountain that had enough 
exotic foliage one could have sworn they had been jettisoned into a rain 
forest. 

Double doors led into a spacious sitting and bedroom. Drapes 
drawn, the lights came on, as well as in the master bath. 

Neither said a word about the luxurious appointments in the bath, 
both were concentrating on finding out who was home. 

Sliding open the mirrored doors revealed nothing but clothes. No 
Rachel. 

Satisfied no one was home, they holstered their weapons. 

“Where is your Glock?” Liam chastised. 

“At home. It’s bulky,” she defended, as she made her way down the 
staircase to the great room. 

Removing her overcoat, she passed along a screwdriver to Liam with 
a specially mounted tip. “Go outside and find out why the alarm is not 
activated,” 

Inspecting the tool he asked, “Where did you get this?” 

“T made it. I'll start in here and see what turns up.’ 

The lights remained off in the glow of the afternoon sun, and Tanner 
located and turned on every light downstairs. She meandered into the 


living room and den, admiring along the way the tasteful furnishings 
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Rachel surrounded herself with. She knew Rachel’s taste for finer things 
extended well beyond her personal wardrobe, and it showed from the 
fabrics of Schumacher to the area rugs on the floors. 

In the dining room, the built-in hutch housed a finely designed 
English bone china pattern that Tanner recognized to be from the Derby 
Green Collection. Complimenting the china, were strategically placed 
crystal wine goblets by Moser. If Tanner hadn't known better, she would 
have sworn she was at home in Sophie's formal dining room. From the 
patterns chosen, to the way they were displayed, great pains had gone 
into arranging the perfect setting, much like her mother would have. 

Opening the drawers she noticed perfectly folded, hand embroidered 
linens, and as gently as possible she searched their neatly creased lines. 
She found nothing. The same was true for all the drawers in the hutch 
as well as the matching buffet chest. Atop the buffet sat a Paul Revere 
sterling silver tea set with rosewood handles. Tanner checked inside each 
piece and found the service spotless. 

If she thought the kitchen was going to be any more cooperative in 
her attempts to find evidence, she was sorely mistaken. Cabinets were 
sparse. That didn't surprise Tanner. From what she witnessed first 
hand, Rachel's appetite reflected her cabinets and her refrigerator, with 
the exception of an unopened bottle of Trio from Willow Pond Winery, 
and the only way she could have gotten that was to cross the state line 
and go to the winery itself. Shutting the double wide door, she was 
startled to see Liam flanked by two police officers. Her worried look 
didn’t escape Liam. 

"I see you found the police,” she lightly bantered, trying to hide her 
concern. 

“More like they found me.” His condescending smile said it all. 
“Agent Shea, Officer Perkins and Sergeant Quarrel. Gentlemen, Special 
Agent Tanner Shea,” he introduced. 

“Agent Collins was busying himself in the alley next to the building, 


maam,’ Perkins volunteered, 
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Handing over her special screwdriver, Liam commented, “You're not 
the only one with a nifty tool like that. The box is in good ships but the 
security wires didn’t fare as well.” 

“I don't see any evidence there's a wireless back up. Not like a security 
specialist to be so sloppy.” 

“Yeah, but you know what they say about professionals. Theirs is 
always the last to be done, and done properly.” He followed her into the 
great room. “What about our new friends?” he whispered. 

“Gentlemen,” Tanner began, “I wonder if you'd mind keeping an eye 
open for our technicians?” 

Liam shot her a sidelong glance at the mention of ‘our’ technicians. 

“I told you it was going to be expensive,” she reminded. “I have asked 
for Erwin’s assistance and he will be joined by field technicians from the 
Chicago office.” 

“So, we're looking for people who look lost?” Officer Perkins 
chided. 

“That could be said for a lot people,” Tanner shot back as she glared 
at the officer’s less than conspicuous uniform. 

That tone was enough for Chicago's finest to exit the premises. Liam 
knew better and asked where he could start. 

“When Erwin gets here, I want to patch into those cameras and view 
any and all recorded materials. She slammed shut a cabinet door with 
such force the Fiestaware protested with a rattle. 

“Easy, girl. We'll get to the bottom of this. In the meantime, breathe,’ 
Liam offered. He knew by the grinding of her jaw she was upset, and 
against his better judgment he suggested, “Why dont you work your 
certain magic with that contraption you call a laptop and I'll take care 
of the search.” 

“When are you going to realize, you are not my father, you are not my 
keeper, and you are not my boss,” she bit out to his shocked features. 

Backing away and with hands up in surrender, he said, “I'll take the 
den.” 


He disappeared before storm clouds fully let loose. 
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“And put on your goddamn booties,’ she further hissed. “When 
Erwin and the techs get here, I don’t want them spending precious time 
deciphering between us and them.” 

“I know my job, Tanner,” he called out in his best you-didnt-hurt-me 
tone, 

Her only retort was the clanking of the silverware drawer being 
shut. 

Never one to be light on her feet, Tanner trudged up stairs to the 
master suite area, while Liam patiently went through every First Edition 
classic looking for any helpful item that would stem his boss's petulance. 
In the middle of his silent punishment towards her, Erwin “The Gnome” 
Rouch entered with two people Liam figured to be his technical support. 
Alas, someone Liam could boss around. 

“Mr. Rouch,” Liam said. “If you're looking for the eye of the storm, 
it is has moved upstairs, and if I were you, I'd approach with great 
caution,” he advised, not paying any attention to the two techies. They 
were someone else's responsibilities. Thank goodness. 

Taking Liam's advice, Erwin approached Miss Shea with trepidation. 
“Hello?” he called out, barely stepping inside the master suite. 

Tanner popped her head up from the far side of the bed and stared 
at Erwin Rouch. She was on her hands and knees busying herself with 
what might have been under the bed. Nothing, so she pushed herself 
up, smoothed the English Rose spread and addressed the Gnome. “You 
have everything you need?” 

“Affirmative, Just tell us where you want us to start.” 

“Ive been through the formal dining room and kitchen. One can 
start there, the other can follow Liam. You, I want you to tell me what 
youve found on Rachel.” 

He hung his head in shameful way. He couldn't help but look 
guilty. 

“What? Let me guess? Not much.” 

“Yes and no, A lot of things you're not going to be happy with. And 
before you ask nothing on Robert Patterson. It’s like he’s a black hole.” 
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“Black hole or not, that’s not enough to get me into his apartment 
for alook. I need something concrete, Erwin. If only he had slept with 
Edward Pickett,” she mused. 

Erwin's eyes widened at the suggestion. 

“Just kidding, Erwin. Do you have all this information on paper?” 

1G) Bk 

“Fine. We'll pursue that in a bit, but first, I want you to survey the 
cameras outside. I want to know everything about them, and all that 
they have seen. Then I want you to tell me what kind of Smart House 
system this is and who installed it. As well as the security system. In 
other words, everything electrical or with an electronic pulse, I want to 
know origin, manner and when installed and by whom.” 

Erwin stood his ground, his eyes searching her dispassionate features 
as she rattled off instructions. He wasn't used to this mood, and quite 
frankly, it scared him. 

She narrowed her glare as she approached him. “What?” 

“Nothing,” he answered too quickly. He tried hard not to notice the 
bloodshot, swollen eyes or the red rash above the irritated line of her 
upper lip. “I'll get started on those cameras.’ He turned on heel and 
left. 

“Damn it,” she softly swore to herself. She walked into the bathroom 
and stared harshly at her face. Spilling a few private tears had not helped 
her already haggard appearance. She scolded herself for allowing the 
opportunity for the incident to occur. She wondered how Liam was 
doing, but pride kept her from finding out. 

She set about discovering the bathing habits of Rachel, some of which 
she already knew. Oddly enough the bathroom didn't reflect any of those 
traditions. The candles were new and not used. The wicks weren't even 
burned down, and Rachel had always been a fanatic to burn at least the 
wick down to the candle. “Bad luck to leave a wick unburned,” she had 
told Tanner. There were bath beads, but not bubble bath. Rachel loved 
bubbles, champagne or otherwise. And the soaps; they werent used, 
nor were they her favorites. She liked the clean freshness of Neutrogena 


French Milled bath soaps. 
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Up until that point the apartment exuded Rachel, but something in 
the master bath made Tannet’s stomach knot, and of all the moments to 
loose her intuition. She continued to the mirrored doors. She imagined 
Rachel standing before them, hemming and hawing over the slightest 
detail in her appearance. Pushing them back as she did her feelings, she 
entered the neatly arranged space. Again, the lights came on, and Tanner 
stood in the entry way, studying that most sacred of spaces for Rachel. 

Tanner started with the small set of built in drawers to her right. 
There she found accessory items like scarves, gloves, jewelry and a 
collection of broaches to die for. Moving on to the shoes, she noted all 
were Italian, the leather and suede finely stitched and elegantly designed. 
She checked the chest of drawers with its contents neatly coordinated. 
“God, Rachel, even your bras and panties match.” 

“They do!” 

Though her heart was in her throat, she calmly shut the drawer and 
turned to find Liam Collins. 

“Peace offering,” he said as he handed her a steaming cup of tea. “Had 
the locals go get us some substantial liquid.” He sipped his coffee and 
took in the contents of the closet. “Outside of matching undergarments, 
what gives?” 

“Nothing, with the exception that Rachel likes bubble baths and a 
certain kind of soap and there isn't any evidence they exist, and knowing 
her as I do, those personal items take precedent over food. What about 
you?” 

“Your friend has an extensive collection of the classics.” 

“Classic, what? Old issues of Glamour or Cosmopolitan? What?” 
she asked with a straight face. 

“You are kidding, aren't you?” He asked, only because he wasn't 
sure. 

Her mood for the past few days had not been as easily read as before. 
That was one of the things that comforted him most about Tannie, 
her predictability. Especially her positive outlook, considering his was 
slanted the exact opposite. They made a good team. And like his beloved 
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Red Sox, he was only hoping her perky personality was only in a slump 
and would recover shortly. 

“What do you think?” She drained the rest of the tea and looked for 
a place to dispose of the cup. 

“Here.” 

Liam opened a plain brown paper bag and she deposited the cup. 
Her head snapped to the sound of a vacuum droning downstairs sucking 
up whatever trace evidence was available in the seemingly pristine 
environment. 

Liam casually took in the closet, his eyes settling on a bald mannequin 
head. “Ms. Rachel?” he asked Tanner. 

“Yeah, more ot less.” 

“Less, meaning the hair?” 

Dimples betrayed her sullen exterior and Liam relaxed. 

“In all the years I’ve known Rachel, she never wore a wig, even if we 
were working undercover,” she noted, staring at the many wigs on the 
running shelf. 

“Te that her natural hair color?” Liam asked looking at the different 
styles of wigs, but same color. 

“Yes. That's what doesn’t make sense. To know Rachel, is to know 
her vanity. She would never cover up something so natural with another 
style of the same color.” 

“And the clothes?” 

Tanner checked the size. “Possibly hers. I would say the size is close 
to Rachel’s.” 

She moved to the vanity and stared at the hairless head. It was as 
if the mouth was set in a mocking smirk. Tanner flipped the end of the 
nose. 

“Tannie,” Liam warned as he rifled through the neatly hung clothing. 
“Is Rachel obsessive-compulsive?” 

“Because everything matches and is coordinated?” 

“Yeah, don’t you find that weird?” 


“You haven't seen my closet, have you?” 
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“Clothing should be more spontaneous, and so should you,’ he added 
for good measure. 

“Tl plan on being spontaneous tomorrow,” she said, looking at the 
bottom of his pants, wondering to herself if his socks matched today or 
any day. “In the meantime, are we sure anybody lives here?” she asked 
turning to see what was in the vanity drawers. 

“And you ask that because?” 

“Because nothing in this place is used. Even the toilet paper roll is 
new. There are unopened packages of makeup sponges and pencils. The 
protective seal is still on the nail polish and its remover.” 

Liam peered over her shoulder into the drawers. “I take it yours 
doesn't look like that.” 

“No. But then again, I don’t wear half of this shit.” 

“Ahb-hah,” he exclaimed. 

“Keep your smart ass comments to yourself,” she replied, looking 
through the rest of the drawers and feeling under the vanity top. 

“I would never think of impugning your natural beauty,” he said as he 
studied the lighting in the closet. “Did you turn on the lights?” he asked 
while looking at a light switch behind a section of clothing. 

“No, they came on by themselves.” 

He flipped the switch. 

A hum interrupted Tanner's search and she literally jumped off the 
velvet vanity stool. “Shit, what did I hit?” she asked as the mirrors crept 
toward her, 

“You didn't. I flipped a switch,” he said as he pointed to the lone 
switch on the wall. 

“Oh, God,” Tanner uttered as she looked behind the mirrors. “What 
have you done, Rachel?” 

“What, indeed?” Liam uttered. 

Where to look first? Their heads appeared to have been on swivels, 
each trying to absorb the enormity, and more importantly, the gravity 
of the situation. 

“The lighting in here sucks,” Tanner said as she leaned into the 


precarious space and examined the contents on the pegboard. 
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She grabbed the flashlight that Liam tapped her shoulder with. Upon 
turning it on, she discovered the world of deceit. Practically everything 
one would need, with the exception of a plastic surgeon, to modify their 
features and create a new identity, so as to wreck whatever havoc and for 
whatever cause they had in mind. 

The pegboard was peppered with enough spy paraphernalia to outfit 
the better part of the world’s spy communities. There were badges and 
emblems from the world’s most prominent intelligence organizations, 
along with some of the most unique, and at the same time, bizarre 
weaponry. 

The weapons were labeled and categorized on the board. The Close 
Combat Weapons section included: A three finger push dagger was 
displayed outside of its worn leather sheath. Its rounded blade was most 
effective in penetrating clothing and body tissues. CIA and STASI 
Coshs used as means of self defense and disabling their victims with 
a single blow to the head, which more than not, was fatal. There were 
garrotes; mostly self-winding, and one disturbing one with a serrated 
wires. 

The categories kept getting more bizarre, like the weaponry they kept 
track of. Several old revolvers were displayed on hooks with silencers 
standing at attention on the running shelf below them. Tanner had no 
doubt they were all operable and more than likely used in the commission 
of some crime somewhere. She remembered the printout from Erwin 
and the noted deaths, not only of the antiquity dealers, but those that 
they considered suspicious and their corresponding dates and manner 
of death. 

Fixing on the corner and its mounted shelves, she saw damning 
evidence of what they had been chasing for some time. Having memorized 
the missing artifacts long ago, she recognized several. 

“Get Erwin up here,” she tersely instructed Liam. “I want all of this 
bagged. Then in the confines of our friendly laboratory I want everything 
tested against our previous cases. I want to know if any fibers from wigs, 


moustaches, etc. are connected to our cases. I want everything checked 


and rechecked.” 
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She leaned against the vanity, the weight of the world squarely 
registered in her gray eyes as she looked to Liam. “Let this be a lesson, 
don't get involved with friends.” 

“T'm sorry, sweets.” 

“Me, too.” 

“T'll get The Gnome.” 

Tanner didn’t want to be idle, she moved around the vanity looking 
for any detail she might have missed. She sized up the vanity width. 
Pulling out a drawer, she compared it to the width. They didn't match. 
Tapping revealed a hollow core near the wall. 

Erwin and Liam entered to find her tugging the vanity side off. 

“Flashlight,” she snapped. 

The light illuminated a cavity that had several cases stuffed into 
the cramped area. Pulling them free one by one, Tanner and her crew 
carefully examined each one. They ranged from empty briefcases to 
various debugging devices and a cipher machine used during WWII. 

Because Tanner was the smallest person in the room, she was 
volunteered by Liam to crawl inside as far as she could and make sure 
they had retrieved everything. 

She shot him a look and handed him her wool jacket. She put the 
flashlight in her mouth and squeezed into the opening, turning her 
head to shine the light on the walls of the vanity. She came out and 
motioned for the tweezers. Climbing back in she retrieved from the 
corner of picture and pulled it free from the vanity floor and wall. She 
held it before the light. The I.D. was for an antiquity show in Boston 
that took place two months prior. Delicately she backed out of the space 
and handed the tweezed item to Liam. 

“Miss Rachel, I take it?” he asked, quietly admiring the beauty in 
the picture. 

“Yeah, I...” Tanner stopped and examined the photo more carefully. 
“Let me see that again.” 

Liam handed over the I.D. and watched her leave the suddenly 
claustrophobic closet. He followed her to the vanity in the bath where 
the lighting was substantially better. 
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“This isn’t Rachel,” she said with relief in her tone. 

“How's that?” Liam asked preparing to take on the role of devil’s 
advocate. “Rachel's eyes are robin’s egg blue, not violet.” 

“Perhaps she has a pair of those fancy contact lenses?” 

“No,” she answered with certainty. “I know this person.” 

“Who is it?” 

"A little pitcher with big ears,” she explained, putting the item in an 
evidence baggie. She sealed the top. 

“You've been reading too many spy novels. What the hell does that 
mean?” Liam asked, beyond exasperation. 


She dangled the baggie in front of Liam’s nose. “Meet Robert 


Patterson.” 


CHAPTER EIETY 


“Oh my, he’s pretty,” Liam observed with tongue-in-cheek. “Are you 
sure this isn't Rachel? I mean, really?” he asked, still being the fly in the 
ointment. 

“Positive,” she answered as she flipped open her cell phone and hit 
the speed dial number for her office. “George? Tanner. Listen, I need 
another favor. Another search warrant for Robert Patterson...Yes, I have 
the probable cause.” 

She explained as she walked away, leaving Liam to ponder the pretty 
face on the photo I.D. He looked up to see that the familiar bounce had 
returned to her step. He smiled and then turned his attention to the 
violet eyes of the person Tanner was sure was Robert Patterson. Still, 
Liam wasn't convinced. Perhaps it was Patterson? Perhaps he and 
Rachel had an agreement in the scheme of things to every now and again 
switch identities to substantiate the others whereabouts for alibis as the 
other did the dirty deed, so to speak? He examined the exactness of the 
card. Perhaps his investigative techniques weren't enough anymore in 
this high-tech world? Perhaps he should just go with the flow and let 
the investigation take him where it will? He could perhaps, or he could 
just buckle down and get to work. He chose the latter, though he knew 
that meant bumping heads with Tanner and putting the monkey in the 
wrench when it came to Miss Rachel. He steadied himself as he began 


his search for her. 
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When he caught up with her she was engrossed in a conversation 
with Erwin, and by the look on her face, he knew the Gnome had given 
her less than good news. 

“Keep it up,” she instructed. “I want to know what those cameras 
have seen. And I doubt the electronic surveillance ends there. Search 
every vent, cold air return, nook and cranny of this place. I can guarantee 
you there are more than our prying eyes keeping a watch over this place 
and I want to know where and what they've witnessed. Clear?” 

“Crystal,” he replied. 

“Anything else?” she asked, sensing his reluctance to speak. 

“Now that you asked,” he began, “the information has come in 
regarding Miss Bennett's finances.” 

“And?2” 

“She owns this building, She has two bank accounts, one checking 
and one savings. Savings show frequent deposits. Nothing over seventy- 
five hundred.” 

“How frequent?” Liam joined in. 

“They correspond with many of the thefts and deaths that we recently 
ran data on.” 

Tanner's jaw flexed when Liam shrugged his shoulders. “And the 
prints?” 

“Several of the same.” 

“Any variation? Smudging?” Tanner asked. 

“Oddly enough, no.” 

Tanner pulled off her gloves and looked at Liam. “Time to meet the 
neighbors.” 


The only neighbor lived on the first floor, Kristi Morris cautiously 
peeped through the opening allowed by the security chain on her door. 
A pair of salad tongs perched in het hand as she examined carefully the 
identification of the two agents outside her door, 

Tanner took her in from head to toe as Kristi confirmed their identity. 
Miss Morris was casually, yet smartly dressed for the time of day and 


when she finally met Agent Shea's gaze, Tanner knew that no matter the 
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emotion, Kristi’s brown eyes betrayed them. At the moment her mood 
was pensive and unsure as to why customs agents were at her door. 

“Do you know this woman?” Liam held up the baggie with the photo 
ID. of presumably Rachel Bennett. 

“Yeah, that’s Rachel,” Kristi answered in a surprisingly light tone. 

“When was the last time you saw Rachel?” Tanner inquired. 

“Last week. Although I could have sworn I saw her last night picking 
up her mail.” 

Curious gray eyes implored Kristi to elaborate. 

“The woman that checked on Rachel’s apartment and picked up the 
mail could have been her twin.” 

“Really?” Tanner remarked. 

“You said you saw Rachel last week, and you haven't seen her since?” 
Liam probed. 

“No. She is visiting her mother,” Kristi cautiously answered. “Why 
are you looking for Rachel? Is everything okay?” 

“Yeah. There's just a blip on the digital map, that’s all,” Tanner 
explained away. “Did she say where her mother lived?” 

“No, just that she was visiting.” 

“And the woman who was gathering the mail and checking on the 
apartment, outside of the fact that she resembled Rachel, what else can 
you tell us?” Liam asked. “How was she dressed? What was her height, 
weight? Anything you can tell us will be helpful.” 

“Well,” Kristi began, directing her comments to Tanner. “She was 
about five seven, five eight, one hundred twenty, twenty-five pounds. 
Pretty. Very striking, really. Blonde hair.” 

“Eyes? Clothes?” Liam felt her out again for more of a description 
on the mystery woman. 

“She only glanced my way briefly so I didn’t get a good look at her 
eyes, but she was, I think, dressed in a nylon jogging suit.” 

"Did she get the mail before or after going upstairs?” Tanner 
asked. 

“That I don't know. I didn’t see her go upstairs.” 


“How did you come about seeing her at the mailboxes?” 
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“I was going to get my mail and saw her standing there.” 

“Agent Collins?” boomed Sergeant Quartel’s voice. “We're getting 
ready to make a dinner run. Want anything?” 

A startled Morris stared at her solid door, trying to imagine the size 
of the man that belonged to that voice. 

Liam, thankful for the break, left Tanner to order their dinner. 

Seeing Kristi’s reaction, Tanner soothed her curiosity. “He's about 
my height.” 

“Really?” 

Tanner took a quick peek inside Kristi’s apartment, but wasn't able 
to discern much from her position. She looked around the lobby at 
its fresh paint and new track lighting. “How long have you been living 
here?” she asked Kristi. 

“Oh, not long, Almost three months.” 

“Did you rent this from Rachel?” 

“No. I went through a real estate broker.” 

“Isn't that a little unusual for renting?” 

“Not for Chicago.” 

That stung, Tanner thought. Again, she looked into the milky 
brown of Kristi’s eyes. She recognized her confidence growing. “So, 
you must be on friendly terms with Rachel, since you knew about her 
visiting with her mother?” 

“IT wouldn't say friendly. Just neighborly. We don't socialize, if that’s 
what youre implying.’ 

“She felt comfortable enough telling you she was visiting her 
mother.” 

“We just chit-chatted about little things. Nothing earth shattering, 
Where are you from? Where did you go to school? Nice weather. Nice 
suit,’ Kristi reiterated. “Little things.” 

“You liked Rachel’s clothes?” 

“No. [like your clothes,’ Kristi corrected, admiring Tanner's choice 
of attire, but more to the point, the way she wore it. 


“I live here,’ came the emphatic statement from the entry way. 
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“T’ll have to see some I.D. ma'am,” said the officer in charge of the 
door, 

Tanner impassively watched as a tall, athletic brunette rummaged 
through her purse for her wallet. In a brisk motion, she produced the 
identification needed to enter the apartment building. She stopped next 
to Tanner and stared at Kristi Morris. 

“What's wrong?” she asked Morris. 

The door shut long enough for the chain to be removed and then 
opened again. “Something about Rachel upstairs.” 

Without so much as an “excuse me”, the brunette eased passed 
Tanner and kissed hello the full mouth of Kristi Morris. 

A blink of satisfaction gleamed in Kristi’s eyes as she looked back 
to Tanner and saw her apathetic posture. In this day and age, nothing 
seemed to shock Tanner, especially after knowing Rachel. 

“And just where is Rachel from, and where did she go to school?” 
Tanner asked, getting back on track with her questioning. 

“Indiana and Loyola respectively.” 

Liam reappeared with a steaming hot cup of coffee just in time to 
watch the brunette link her arms around Kristi’s waist from behind. She 
did her best to unnerve the pair. Liam just sipped his brew. 

One of two not bad. Though, the mention of Indiana did concern 
Tanner, and her skin crept in the wake of goose bumps. She wasn’t sure 
if it was from Liam's reentering, the information she had just gathered 
from Miss Morris, or the bold stare of Kristi’s roommate. 

“What do you know of Rachel?” Tanner asked the brunette, not 
wanting to be rude and not include her. 

“Rachel?” she asked her lover. 

“Upstairs,” Kristi reminded. 

“Oh, that Rachel,” she remembered with a smile. “I never met her; 
just saw her a few times as she got on the elevator.” 

“Was Rachel already living upstairs when you moved in?” Tanner 


asked. 


“T believe so,” answered Kristi. 
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“And you both moved in together at the same time?” Tanner asked 
them. 

“Yes,” they answered in unison. 

“By the way, what's your name?” Tanner asked the brunette, a sweet 
lilt to her tone. 

“Ellen Wilson. And you are?” Ellen repaid the compliment. 

“Agent Shea and Agent Collins,” Tanner introduced a subdued 
Liam. 

He smiled and nodded hello as he sipped some more coffee and 
enjoyed Tanner's interplay with the women. 

“Ever see Rachel with anybody? A date, friend?” 

The two women looked at each other, then Ellen spoke, “There was 
this one guy that came and went. He seemed to have his own card to 
the entry.” 

“Oh, yeah,” chimed Kristi. “The guy we've seen in several of the 
stores in the neighborhood.” 

“Do you think he lives nearby?” 

“Either that, or he just liked shopping in our neighborhood,” Ellen 
said, “It’s different here.” 

“Did you ever see him bring anything to this apartment?” 

“No. He was always empty-handed,” Ellen noted, taking the lead in 
answering Tanner's questions. 

“Did you speak to him?” 

Now 

“What did he look like?” 

They thought a moment and it was Kristi who offered a description 
to die for. “Like Rachel.” 

Tanner raised her eyebrows to the comment. 

“Like a male Rachel?” 

“Yeah,” Ellen chimed in. “Small for a man. Not at all masculine. 
And he had eyes to die for. That we did notice,” she concluded. 

Liam pulled free the baggie with the I.D. and showed it to Ellen. 
“Did his eyes look like those?” 
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“If I had to guess, yes,” she said, examining the name on the I.D. “But 
this says it's Rachel Bennett.” 

“A brother, perhaps?” Tanner asked of Kristi. 

“No, she gave the impression she was an only child.” 

“How so?” 

“In speaking of going to see her mother, she mentioned it was up to 
her to make sure her mother was well cared for.” 

“And even though Rachel said she was from Indiana, she didn't elude 
to her mother still living there?” 

“No, only that her mother still owned a farm with a vineyard in 
Indiana. But I don't know if she still lives there.” 

Tanner swallowed hard and thanked the ladies for their time, 
leaving Liam to gather the pertinent individual information for their 


investigation. Nothing was lost on Liam. He too, was worried. 


CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE 


Tanner stepped outside and allowed the cool air to circulate through 
her already numb senses. What was Robert Patterson doing or trying 
to prove? What was his game? She was sure he was behind all they 
had discovered to that point. Rachel was cunning, but only for her own 
intimate pleasure. Since she had known Rachel, Tanner had never seen 
her exhibit a need or unusual want for money or even power. Rachel 
just sort of went along. Her natural beauty paving the way, so things 
came easily, without asking she could have anything she wanted. And 
she usually got it. 

Agent Williams approached waving a piece of paper at Tanner as if 
it were a magic wand. If it was the search warrant, it was. 

“Agent Collins asked that I pick this up for you,” he informed, 
handing her the paper. 

She read it and thanked him for his assistance, then went in search 
of Liam. She found him staring at the solid door of Kristi and Ellen. 
He slipped his notepad into his suit jacket and smiled at an even more 
determined Agent Shea, as she waved her magic wand his way. 

“Ready to go to work?” she asked him. 

“Ah, Mr. Patterson's?” 

“Yes, let’s invade his privacy, shall we?” 

“Are you alright?” Liam asked. 

“Yeah, why?” 


Sit 
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“Because someone is using bits and pieces of your life in their deadly 
masquerade. I know that isn't lost on you.” | 

Officer Quarrel approached with their dinner. 

“Precisely why we're going to miss dinner and do our job,’ Tanner 
informed as Liam took a hold of their food. 

He no ‘sooner had it in his hot hands and he gave it back to 
Quarrel. “Give it to the guys inside. We've got new work to do,” Liam 
instructed. 

Satisfied, Tanner led the way to Robert Patterson's liar of deceit. 
A building away and separated by only the alley, they found a rather 
nondescript, vintage 1950's, two story apartment building shaped in 
a horseshoe, containing maybe 30 units wrapped around a fountain 
courtyard, whose cherub was bathed in a sheet of ice. Liam helped 
Tanner up the ice encrusted wrought iron staircase, whose days were 
numbered by the obvious layers of rust evident in the ice. Robert's 
apartment was located on the second floor and faced the back end of the 
address listed as Rachel’s. Only the alley kept them asunder. 

Liam looked to Tanner to pick the lock. She didn't oblige. 

“What? Youre more than capable, Mr. Collins.” 

After several frustrating minutes, he looked to Tanner. 

“Patience. Run the pick gently over the tumblers,” she instructed, 
and finally the door opened. 

“I hate these antiquated locks,’ Liam defended. 

“And what are you?” she teased. 

“Fresh as a daisy,” he replied as the lock clicked over. 

Before they entered they donned new gloves and booties, then Liam 
reached inside, found the light switch and flipped it up. “Does anyone 
live here?” he wondered aloud as he looked over the sparse living room. 

Nothing hinted that anyone with a personality occupied the bland 
space. With the exception of the home entertainment center, the 
living room looked like the apartment building itself, frayed and barely 
standing. 

“It shouldn't take too long to search and dust this area. Let's check 
out the rest of it,” Tanner said. 
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A cursory look gave them the overview they expected after seeing 
the living room, Not much in the kitchen or bath. So for starters, they 
concentrated on the bedroom. 

“What normal male would sleep in a twin bed?” Liam questioned 
in astonishment. “You saw him,” he said to Tanner. “Is he that ugly or 
just weird?” 

“From what I saw, he wasn't bad looking,” she stated as she opened 
the footlocker in front of the bed. “So he must be weird. Will you look 
at this underwear?” 

“Oh, my! I like the blue,” Liam remarked. 

“They compliment the Irish blue of your eyes,” Tanner teased as she 
dug deeper into the locker and found a surprise. “Ooh, a surprise.” 

“Like in a Cracker Jacks box?” 

“Wonder what it fits?” she asked with a little more glee than 
necessary. 

“Someone needs dinner,” Liam dryly observed. 

“Yeah, well, someone gave away our dinner moments ago,” she 
countered, 

“T gave it away?” he asked in mock defense. “I’m not the one who said 
we were going to do without.” 

“Yeah, yeah, yeah. No wonder youre not married.” 

“Me?” 

“What horrors do you think this will unlock?” she asked as she held 
up the key, 

“Tf it’s anything like across the alley, God only knows.” 

With enough said, they set about their business, each going in a 
different direction, but set upon finding a single source for the key. Liam 
took the desk and oddly enough the computer. He started with the desk, 
while Tanner, after looking under the bed, opened up the closet. 

“Classic mannequin buyer,” Tanner murmured to no in particular. 

“Um?” Liam asked as he flipped through old matchbooks, 

“Nothing, Find anything?” 

“He likes to collect.” 

“Besides that.” 
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“When I do, I'll yell Eureka.” 

Tanner ignored his comment and searched the’pockets of the suits, 
as well as the shoes beneath them. Nothing. She looked at the stacked 
boxes, and then leaned in to pluck the top one off the heap. On her 
tiptoes, her balance was precarious at best, and it became even more as 
the floor beneath her toes gave a squeaky groan and gave way under her 
weight. She caught herself and several boxes just in time before they 
spilled. 

With help from Liam, she removed the boxes to find the saw cut floor. 
They quickly pried it up and found what they were sure was Pandora's 
Box. The key fit perfectly and quickly it was spilling its secrets. 

Tanner radioed for Erwin and some technical backup. As big of a 
baseball fan as Liam was, he ignored the classic cards and started to go 
through the pictures. A low whistle escaped from his parted lips as he 
took in the topaz blonde fixture in the photos. “The real Rachel?” he 
asked Tanner. 

“Yep,” was all Tanner said. 

With a clean plastic sheet placed on the twin bed by Erwin, Liam 
started to put the photos and corresponding negatives in rows of three, 
while Tanner instructed Irwin on what she expected to be done at 
Patterson's when the crew was finished at the first apartment. 

“Erwin?” Liam called out. “Do you have that nifty magnifying glass 
on you?” 

Erwin handed over the glass. 

“And tweezers?” 

Tweezers followed. Photos lined up with negatives showed some 
pictures were missing, Liam concentrated on those, and even in reverse 
exposure, Rachel was stunning just doing normal, everyday, boring 
things. If anything, the photos revealed she had not one clue they were 
being taken. In looking at the background, he noted that the building 
behind Rachel was not of their current locale. Too contemporary. 

Tanner noticed, too, for she had been lurking over Liam's shoulder 
as he delicately matched up the images. “Pretty isn't she?” She casually 
commented as she studied the negative of Rachel and an unidentified 


Stamped Out | 315 


man. She borrowed the tweezers and held the strip up to the light for 
better illumination. She saw it. A partial print. 

So did Liam. “Boy?” he called out to Erwin, “Erwin?” he called out 
with more impatience than urgency. 

Erwin's head popped out of the closet. “What?” 

Liam motioned for him to come over, almost afraid that if he spoke 
further, his breath would carry away the already smudged link. “How 
quickly can we get a read on this print?” And then to no one in particular, 
he asked, “Does anybody recognize one or both of the gentlemen with 
her?” 

The Gnome studied the strip, noting the print looked to be an index 
and not a thumb print, and some of it was smudged, so only a partial was 
available. “Can't promise, but we'll get right on it.” He took the tweezed 
item and put it in an evidence baggie and disappeared. 

“Erwin?” Tanner called after him. 

He quickly as he had left, he reappeared. “Yes?” 

“T want to know who those men are in the photo and their complete 
history,” she ordered. She caught the flicker in his eyes and wondered if 
it was excitement or exhaustion. She knew his mind was a well organized 
file cabinet, but with all she and Liam had dumped in lately, she was 
afraid the drawer wasn't going to close. 

He acknowledged her order with a quick disappearance. 

“Ah, that red-headed charm of yours,” Liam noted. “Works every 
time.” 

“So, it isn't because I’m the boss?” she asked in mock confusion as she 
looked over the photos of Rachel in front of the contemporary building. 
“Where is this? Building is modern and there doesn't appear to be any 
signs, street or otherwise. No recognizable landmarks,” she droned on. 
“Damn it.” 

“What was the Gnome doing in the closet?” Liam asked as he put 
the negatives and photos into an evidence bag. 

“Admiring Robert's baseball card collection,’ 

“Um, I wouldn't mind having a look-see myself.” 


“Look-see this,” she said, tossing him a match book from Montreal. 
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He opened it and saw the funny looking symbols. 

“T think it’s time to acclimate you to the various fonts on the computer. 
I'll let you peruse my laptop and see if you can find a match,” she chided, 
preying upon his fear of anything electronic. 

He handed the match book back to her. “I believe my specialty,” he 
said in his best Irish brogue, “is in examining the contents of that desk.” 
He made his way to Robert’s work area. He picked up where he had 
left off with the middle drawer and found a lot of useless junk. But he 
continued to, or rather pretended to be absorbed in looking until Tanner 
left the room. Experience told him to move on, and he did. Jarring the 
desk, moved the mouse and activated the sensitive computer. 

A lovely contralto voice interrupted Liam's search. “Hello, 
Robert.” 

Tanner entered in time to hear the electronic Rachel purr her 
greeting. “Cute.” 

“Miss Rachel, I presume?” Liam inquired. 

sYes” 

The screen sputtered to life with a wallpaper image of Rachel relaxing 
by a pool. Liam appreciated the sultry page. 

Tanner noticed his fascination and broke the spell. 

“Find anything?” 

“I just started,” he mildly complained. He moved the computer to 
one side to examine the blotter beneath. 

“TI get Erwin to check out the computer,” she offered. 

“Why not someone else? I think we've reached our quotient with 
our private worker bee.” 

“Probably so, but we've all passed our limits with these cases. What's 
a little more?” 

“And I think I just found it,” he revealed as he plucked free a family 
photo that was used to send Holiday Greetings several years earlier. 

A family of four smiled congenially from the glossy print, wishing 
one and all a Happy Holiday Season. The greeting came from the Padgett 
Family; Jim, Judy, Richard and Rodney. 
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From the fashions, Tanner guessed circa to be mid-seventies. The era 
of white belts, long pointed collars and flared pant legs. Unfortunately 
those god-awful styles were creeping back and wrecking their fashion 
havoc all over again. 

The glossy print had hardened and cracked with time, making it 
difficult for Tanner to discern the features of those captured in their 
holiday pose. One in particular; the oldest boy. 

“See anything?” Liam pressed. He knew Tanner was looking for 
any glimmer of hope or otherwise that would aid in clearing her former 
partner's name. 

“We'll scan it, blow it up and see what's there.” 

Liam raised his eyebrows in mock surprise. 

“Outside of the obvious,” she added. 

Liam said nothing and to win favor with his diminutive boss, he 
tinkered with the white box on Robert's desk. It purred commands and 
comments in Rachel’s voice, annoying the hell out him and Tanner. 

“What? What the hell did she just say to do?” he asked, his 
impatience flaring to the forefront. 

Before he could let go of the mouse, Tanner gently put her hand 
over his and manipulated the contraption until she found what she was 
looking for. A final click revealed the remote security program. 

“How'd you do that?” he marveled. 

“Bingo,” she murmured. She tapped Liam's shoulder and urged him 
to vacate his seat. 

“My pleasure.” 

Through monitoring, she found a split screen layout of the apartment 
across the alley. The top half held data; Alarm Deception, Time and Date, 
and Access and Reader Panel. The bottom half was the floor plan of the 
apartment itself with placed icons in each room. Some of the rooms held 
single icons, while others had multiple configurations. 

Tanner double-clicked on the marker “activate camera” in the formal 
living room. She saw everything that was going on in real time in that 
particular room. She advanced the image up on the screen and found 


the second floor. Double-clicking on the closet icon afforded her a view 
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of the field agents and their activities. She went back to the top of the 
screen and noted the access times. She found the information where the 
system had been accessed to view the apartment. She knew by the times 
noted, she and Liam, had in deed, been watched. 

Before she could get his name out, Erwin walked into the room, a cell 
phone planted against his ear. He indicated he was on hold. 

“I want to know everything that is on this computer, especially what 
the security cameras have recorded and when the system was accessed to 
review the recordings. Also, I want to know if we can find the location 
of access. Obviously this site was not the one dialing in while we were 
visiting, but somewhere there is someone who is watching. My guess, Mr. 
Patterson, or Padgett,” she concluded by shutting down the system. 

“I'm on it,” Erwin acknowledged. “T’ll take it to the field office and 
have it for you as soon as possible.” 

“Before that would be nice,” she instructed as she left the room. 

Weary flooded his face as he looked at Liam. 

“Hang in there, kid,” he encouraged as he went after a newly 
rejuvenated Tanner, wondering himself where he was going to find the 


extra energy for yet another task. 


CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO 


Back at the motel Rachel changed back into her jeans and laid down on 
the bed to do some serious thinking. Too much had occurred over the 
last few days and all beginning and ending with the damnable Robert 
Patterson. She was convinced that the good Father was lying and why 
she hadn't the courage to confront him made her angry. Now she knew 
she would have to go back. Return, as it were, not to the scene of the 
crime, but to commit a crime. First she needed food. Hunger was 
gnawing away and she realized it was yesterday since real food had found 
itself anywhere near her stomach. 

Before food, she returned to the K-Mart where she bought a dark 
knit watch cap, ski gloves and a jacket to match along with duct tape, a 
two bladed Case pocket knife, a glass cutter and a travel alarm. She was 
run through the check out in record time, and without uttering a single 
syllable, she melted back into the masses of the parking lot. 

It was dark and with a dimly lit parking lot, it took a while to find 
the low slung TR-6 amongst the rows of pick-ups and SUV's. There was 
no moon and a mist was forming; the famous ground fog of the Midwest 
was creeping across the parking lot as she drove away. 

While her diet and waistline had never given her second thoughts for 
years, of late she had been heeding the advice of her doctor and trying to 
cut out as much excess fat as possible. She still paid little attention to 
food except at home where she could prepare her foods properly. Even 


Rachel's lack of interest in nutrition was assaulted by the menu of a local 
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diner with a plethora of beefy burgers and sloppy Bar-B-Q. After leaving 
K-Mart, she had stopped there as a last resort, forgetting about food 
until she saw her hotel again, and the only place near, without returning 
to town, was the diner. 

Thirty minutes later, with the travel alarm set for midnight, Rachel 
laid down on the bed. Her stomach in as much turmoil as her mind 
had been lately. The Bar-B-Q pork loin sandwich, her best choice, she 
thought, felt like a lead weight. 


CHAPTER FIFTY-THREE 


The bubbles of the whirlpool worked their magic and spread much needed 
warmth to the tired and aching muscles of Tanner Shea. She closed her 
eyes, allowed herself a moment to just forget. Relaxing, she opened the 
door of her mind and took out the garbage. Something she hadn't done 
in a while, and like the bubbles, it exhilarated her and rejuvenated her 
senses, but more importantly, her determination. 

With all cylinders primed, Tanner plucked herself out of the hot tub 
and headed for her room. After a quick shower she called Liam. “You 
awake?” she asked, knowing he wasn't. 

“Yeah,” he stammered. “What's up?” 

“You are, now,’ she teased. “Get your bearings and meet me in the 
lobby in thirty minutes,” she instructed. 

“Dinner?” he asked with renewed enthusiasm. 

“Work,” she countered. 

“Dinner will be in there somewhere, won't it?” he pursued. 

“Yeah. We'll order in at the office.” 

“And our private worker bee? What of him?” 


“Tl call, Erwin. See ya later.” 


Empty cartons of Chinese food littered the massive conference room 
table at the field office. One almost needed a megaphone to communicate 
with anyone at the other end. Tanner, Liam and Erwin were spread out 


with enough paper; take out food cartons and electronic equipment to fill 
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a small chasm in the Grand Canyon. Most of it was by Erwin, while Liam 
scratched notes on a borrowed legal pad, and Tanner occasionally tapped 
notations on her laptop. She looked over the top of the contraption and 
encouraged Erwin to begin his litany of discovery against Rachel Rene 
Bennett. 

He cleared his throat and carefully began, “As before, she owns the 
apartment building, and uh...” 

“When did she buy it?” Tanner interrupted, her fingers poised to 
record his answer. 

“Nine months ago. Like before, the savings account shows deposits 
of seventy-five hundred shortly before or after the deaths of the art and 
antique dealers.” 

“And we know this how?” she asked. 

“Using the copy the Colonel provided you of Rachel’s schedule for 
the hotels they service on the east coast, and the information we've 
gathered via our system.” 

“Were they both working the shows?” Liam asked. “Rachel and 
Robert?” he clarified. 

“No. Only Rachel,” Erwin confirmed. 

Liam shot a look of concern to Tanner, who promptly ignored him. 
“When did Robert team up with Rachel?” he asked. 

“This last hotel in Indianapolis,” Erwin answered. 

“Let's chart this,” she said as she got up and walked over to the 
white board mounted on the wall. She picked up a marker and made 
a spreadsheet that showed dates, articles stolen, recovered, and Rachel’s 
whereabouts. “Our search has found that some of the articles recovered 
from the first apartment match some of the pieces that are missing in 
the cases we are working that involve the art dealers and antique dealers 
and their deaths. Right?” 

Erwin nodded in agreement and rattled off the missing items. Then 
he read a list of those recovered while Tanner checked them off the list. 
She added another category, Deaths, and with Erwin’s help, filled in the 


names and locations. 
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“There are five items that are still missing including the Steel Military 
Egg,’ she said summing up the easiest column. “Have any of these items 
been recovered in pawn shops or during the commission of any other 
crime?” 

It was Liam that spoke. “Not that we are aware of. We feel some 
of these items have been fenced for they're small, and probably sold to 
private collectors. If that’s the case, we're never going to recover them.” 

“Are we all in agreement that the deaths are in fact murders?” 
She didn't wait for their answers. “Do we need a new category for 
corresponding deaths regarding governmental employees?” 

“Definitely,” Liam agreed. “Most of the murders and thefts took 
place in either the residence or business. Some occurred when the 
victims were on their way to and from who knows where.” He hesitated 
a moment, then dove in with regards to Rachel. “As for Rachel, it’s true 
she was working the shows, but to her credit, those dealers were not 
murdered on her watch and their deaths were not associated with the 
shows. Whoever is responsible for their deaths is very clever and made 
them look like second rate burglaries, or in some cases, accidents,” he 
concluded. “Confused?” he asked Tanner. “You look confused.” 

“A frown does not constitute confusion, Mr. Collins,” she defended. 
“I'm simply concentrating.” She frowned some more and thought out 
loud, “Who takes just seventy-five hundred dollars to kill somebody? 
And who deposits that kind of money in their regular banking account?” 
The line between her brows deepened to a threatening scowl and no 
one dared answer her questions. “What about the prints in the first 
apartment?” she directed to Erwin. 

“It's weird. There is a pattern, these prints repeat themselves. It’s 
like they were planted.” 

“Probable2” she asked. 

“Yes. According to the pattern. Yes, definitely,” he answered. 

Her scowl relaxed. “Are the prints Rachel's?” 

“Yes, according to those collected in Indianapolis, they match,” he 
confirmed. 


“Second apartment?” she asked. 
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“Even more weird. There aren't any. Wiped completely clean,’ Erwin 
revealed. 

Tanner took her seat at the table and drummed her pen as she 
thought out what she saw on the board and what Erwin had said. She 
looked at Liam. “What's your gut say?” 

“Physically, it doesn’t bode well for Rachel.” 

“T asked about your gut.” 

He rubbed his belly. “Chinese food doesn't always sit well. Got a 
little gas,” he teased. He waited a moment and became serious. “She 
didn’t do it. Any of it. Somewhere, somehow, someone knows, and my 
gut tells me we find Robert, we find the answers.” 

She gave him a thankful smile. “Me, too. Erwin, I want you to run 
a name through the system; Rachel R. Shepard,” she instructed. She 
looked at Liam. “Rachel may be a modern woman in many ways, her 
career for example, and sometimes her morals, but deep down she'd 
honor her mother and their tight knit circle of so-called friends, and 
not publicly admit the failure of her marriage by reclaiming her maiden 
name. That's just not done in Rachel's sect. As we very well know, there 
are several ways to create new identities. This may be the case with this 
particular Rachel Rene Bennett.” 

“Could be,” Liam said, hoping he sounded encouraging rather than 
discouraging, but he still had his doubts that Rachel was totally free of 
culpability and he knew it rang true in his tone. 

Tanner did what she did best in regards to his comment; she ignored 
it. She turned her attention to Erwin. “Rachel’s been at this job a while, 
I want check stubs from past years payroll as well as this years. Compare 
the social security numbers and we'll see if this is a new identity. Is the 
apartment a Smart House?” 

“Yes, but it was installed by the end-user, Ms. Rachel R. Bennett,” 
Erwin informed. 

“Not the Rachel R. Bennett I know. As good of agent as she was, she 
could barely load her service revolver without breaking a nail,” Tanner 


revealed. 
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“How does one become a secret service agent without passing certain 
field curriculum?” Liam pondered aloud. 

“You saw her, you tell me,” Tanner shot back. “What type of Smart 
House is it?” 

“Model number thirty-five hundred, as manufactured by Quality 
Smart. It is a digitized system that can be accessed over the phone. It 
has all the bells and whistles, but not all of them are hooked up at the 
apartment, Erwin explained. 

Tanner got up and went back to the board and set up yet another 
spreadsheet. “How many features?” she asked. 

“Six, with variations in each feature category, he replied. 

“Name the features,” she said, her marker poised for dictation. 

“Home control, security features, telephone control, digital and voice 
dialer features, as well as reliability and ease of use features.” 

“Out of all the features, which are hooked up?” Liam asked. 

“Everything except for the reliability and use feature,” Erwin noted. 
“The home control feature has been accessed and used the most. It 
controls the temperature, lights and small appliances. It can be accessed 
through the control pad or the telephone control feature. Using the voice 
dialer allows the user to dial in, access and then change the system.” 

“Such as?” she asked. 

“Such as turning on and off, or dimming the lights. Even resetting 
the coffee maker,’ Erwin made known. 

“Coffee maker?” Liam asked a twinge of envy in his tone. 

“Yes,” Erwin afirmed. 

“I gotta get me one of those,” he remarked and made a note to 
himself. 

“You already have one of those,” Tanner commented. 

“Yeah, but not one that can be reset using the phone.” 

“How are the features terminated?” she asked, looking over her 
shoulder at the Gnome and his many notations. 

“Oddly enough, the box used was a standard electrical component. It 
was not provided by Quality. In essence there are three different types of 


systems that are terminated into that particular box; they are the Smart 
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House technology, the alarm system and then the exterior and interior 
security camera setup. 

“The cameras,” he noted, “are closed circuit and are stored digitally 
on the computer hard drive. I would imagine they are stored on more 
than one computer,” he pointed out. “Both the interior and exterior 
cameras can be accessed and viewed through a remote software system 
using a standard telephone line. There's a transmitter on site and when 
the system is accessed, it digitizes the signal, compresses and analyzes 
it and then transmits the information through the phone line to the 
computer for viewing,” he said, drawing a much need breath. 

An impressed Liam gave the Gnome a small smile. It did wonders 
to ease the tension in Erwin’s face. 

“How many cameras in the apartment?” Tanner wanted to know. 

“Lucky thirteen,” he replied. “They are: Five fake smoke detectors, 
two in the form of clocks, two in picture frames, two motion-slash- 
camera devices, one bullet camera and one air purifier. Every angle in 
that apartment is covered by one or more of these units.” 

“Have we recovered all information recorded?” Liam asked. 

“We've recovered what they have wanted us to recover. The program 
had been accessed early last night and manipulated according to the 
tracking feature in the software program.” He slipped in a CD that 
showed Rachel and her handy tool dismantling the alarm system at the 
telephone box. A blip, then Rachel was seen examining and taking the 
Steel Military Egg from the closet. “That's all we've been able to recover. 
We're working on it,” he reassured Tanner, “but whoever is responsible, 
has got a great knack for covering and double covering their tracks. We 
patched into the many relays that were run during the accessing and 
found the phone number used for access was Rachel's cell phone.” 

“That's not smart,” Liam commented. “Especially if you're Rachel 
and youre suppose to be doing the dirty deed.” 

“It's not Rachel. It’s Robert,’ Tanner sighed, her fatigue lapping up 
in waves. “What do we know about this guy?” She directed her question 


to Liam, her gray eyes spurring him on. 
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Deliberately he thumbed through his file folder and plucked free a 
sheet and slid it over to Tanner. “Meet Richard Isiah Padgett.” 

Tanner studied the violet of Richard eyes and saw nothing redeeming. 
If she didn’t know better, the blow up could have been a morgue photo; 
his expression so devoid of any emotion. “Where are they from?” 

“Our friend, the big white box, tells us they are from Nebraska,” 
Liam stated while still reading from his notes. “Jim and Judy Padgett 
have since passed on, while little brother, Rodney, is an institution for 
the physically and emotionally challenged. He was sent there when he 
was eleven or so. Richard, on the other hand, barely exists on paper. My 
guess, he was a massive juvenile offender, and the only way we get those 
records is if he’s dead. Which might be the case.” 

“Hardly,” Tanner countered. “I'll ask George for another favor. We'll 
know by tomorrow morning if Robert slash Richard has a juvenile record. 
What can you tell us about Rodney? Why was he institutionalized?” 

“Emotionally unresponsive. He has a severe deformity of the hands. 
Apparently at one time, he was a piano prodigy as well as an exceptional 
student, and then something happened to his hands that left him in a 
catatonic state.” 

“Wonder what Richard did to him?” she muttered to no one in 
particular. 

“Well, you can almost bet his reign of terror didn’t start with his 
little brother. If we can obtain his juvenile files there will be a mountain 
of devastation posted regarding Master Richard,” Liam commented. 
“By the way, the matchbook is from Auberge Le Saint-Gabreil. It is 
an inn and restaurant located in the enchanting city of Old Montreal. 
The funky little symbols are in the font of Common Bullets and they 
represent an off shore account in the Cayman's,” Liam finished. 

“That’s the good news. What's the bad?” she implored. 

“Tt’s in Miss Rachel’s name, sweets,” he softly told her. 

She didn’t let the information shake her. “I’m impressed you found 
the font,” she praised Liam. 

“Can you spell delegation?” Erwin piped up, a broad smile on his 


face. 
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“Hell to pay, boyo,” Liam playfully warned the Gnome. Then he was 
serious again as he ran through the listing of what was recovered from 
the first apartment and what was missing on their current cases. “Is that 
everything?” 

“The partial print on the negative?” Tanner asked either one. 

“Twelve possibilities,” Erwin volunteered, “but one that stands out; 
Riley Harrington, II.” 

Tanner's shoulders perked up at hearing the name. “Tell me 
more.” 

“Not much to tell. Educated at Brown. Recently retired section 
head at the NSA, specializing in military communications. Lives alone 
in D.C. Basically, no life.” 

“Rachel’s husband worked under Harrington at the NSA. Put 
the white box on overtime, I want to know everything about Riley 
Harrington, III,” she pointedly instructed Erwin. “Cross reference 
with the governmental employees that have died, either naturally or 
mysteriously or otherwise, in the last twelve months, and see if they 
have any link, direct or indirect to Mr. Harrington. Dime to a donut, 
we'll discover that a Richard Padgett was somewhere in there, more than 
likely under an alias.” 

She tapped the table with renewed energy and that worried Liam and 
Erwin as they looked at the clock on the wall and found that time had 
brought forth a new day and it was two and half hours old. 

“What became of the photos of Miss Rachel and the mystery men?” 
Liam asked the Gnome. 

“Big white box,” was his only reply. 

“And the cameras mounted outside? What do they show?” 

Erwin plucked free another CD and loaded it for Tanner's viewing 
pleasure. It showed various people walking past the apartment building, 
and then it revealed a cloaked figure at the back by the telephone box, 
displaying a talent for breaking and cutting wires. It was Rachel. Then 
it showed Liam being caught by Chicago's finest. Erwin’s mouth broke 


into a wide grin. 
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Liam shot him a look of warning. “Now we know who disabled the 
alarm,” he said. 


“Elementary, my dear Mr. Collins,” Erwin baited. 

Liam didn’t bite. 

“All right,” Tanner began. “We know the techies are working on the 
weapons, wigs, etc. from the apartment and we should have preliminary 
results tomorrow, and...” 

“Today,” Liam interrupted. 

She shot him a look and continued, “Today. Liam, I want you to do 
what you do best...” 

“Brew coffee?” 

This time it was Erwin that drew the warning glare from Tanner. 
“After you rest,” she began in a motherly tone, “I want you to get your 
ass to Nebraska and find Brother Rodney and anything else that is 
useful.” 

He nodded in agreement then asked, “What is it I do best?” 

“You brew coffee,” she answered without hesitation. “Erwin? You 
and I will go back to D.C. and play with the white box and find out all 
we can on Harrington and the Padgetts.” 

“When you say ‘we, you mean...” 

“Exactly,” Tanner interrupted. “Take the w and turn it upside down, 
indicating me,” she explained as she pointed a finger in his direction. 
“Can you spell delegation?” 

They were enjoying the light moment when Tanner's laptop signaled 
incoming mail. Her perplexing frown told her co-workers she was not 
expecting any messages. She accessed the mail and downloaded a 
message called Peek-A-Boo. When she opened the attachment she saw 
herself and Liam from earlier in the day at Rachel’s apartment. It showed 
them in their search, but more importantly it betrayed their every word. 
Fury flashed across her features as she glared at Erwin. “We didn't sweep 
for sound? Why didn’t we sweep for sound?” She didn’t wait for him to 
answer. “I want you back over there now and I want to know everything,” 
she bit out. “Goddamn it!” 
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She watched the rest of the video and her paled features prompted 
both Liam and Erwin to rush to her side and stare at the image on the 
laptop; a screen full of Tannet’s face with a lipstick kiss on her cheek 
and a message scrolled across the bottom, “I'll be seeing you.” Then the 
music from the song of the same name played as the kiss disappeared and 


reappeared over and over. It was her parents’ favorite song. 


CHAPTER FIFTY-FOUR 


Rachel lay face down in a snowdrift muttering curses under her breath that 
would have made a Chinese sailor proud. It was the third time in less than 
one hundred yards she had fallen. The walk from her parked car to the 
backside of the school was proving much more difficult than she envisioned. 

It had started badly and gone down hill. Her alarm had broken the 
only decent sleep she had enjoyed in three days, the TR 6’s choke almost 
did not get the sports car started, the cold was penetrating to the bone, 
even in her new clothes, and the car’s heater never caught up with the 
cold. The saving grace was no wind and the fact that a quick drive out 
Highway 63 past the school had produced a side road leading to the river 
and the back of the school property. She eased the sports car to a stop 
and sat listening to the engine cooling in the night. That and her frosting 
breath quickly became the only sounds of the night. 

She carefully opened the door and then realized that she'd never 
make a hunter as she was dressed entirely in black and stood out like a 
sore thumb against the cool white of the fallen snow. Sufficiently warm, 
she prayed, and started the trek back towards the school. She walked 
below the tree line and riverbanks where possible to avoid detection, but 
the terrain was anything but a walk in the park. Fallen tree branches 
and raised roots hidden under the snow tugged at her legs and tripped 
her often. And she was cold, colder than she could remember. Walking 
in knee deep snow was one thing, but to constantly fall and roll in it was 


quite another. Her new down jacket kept her upper torso warm, and her 
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gloves and watch cap did a semi decent job. Although the waterproofing 
of her gloves was starting to break down, cold and dampness was starting 
to seep through adding to her misery. Her big mistake though, was her 
choice of trousers, as her jeans allowed the cold to quickly seep through, 
and it seemed she had misplaced her feet. She was sure she must have 
left them in the car for she had almost lost all feeling and knew she had 
to get out of the snow and cold quickly. Her Air Jordon shoes did not 
allow her to leap anything or glide through the air as graceful as their 
namesake. They allowed the cold to penetrate through them faster than 
her body could replenish its loss. 

She rolled to a sitting position and stared at the back of the school. 
She was still a hundreds yards or so from the back of the main building 
and Father Ormond's file cabinets. Rachel was beginning to believe that 
she had made a serious error as she stared at the back of the building. 
The building was built into the riverbank or at least a hill, the front of 
the building being much closer to the normal elevation than the rear. 
The front of the building at least had a staircase. She found nothing to 
gain entrance to the back of the building but an ancient fire escape that 
stopped a good ten feet off the ground. She shivered, rubbed her feet and 
stared at her shoes and laughed. It was close to three in the morning and 
she knew that if it were to happen, it would have to be now. She knew she 
did not have the strength to fight the cold much longer. She was almost 
numb from the waist down, but pulled herself upward and trudged to 
the back of the limestone and granite building, 

Rachel felt some relief as she reached the rear of the building. She 
found a basement entrance at the corner. It was hidden behind dense 
shrubbery and she had almost missed it as she crouched within the bushes 
to gaze at the bottom side of the fire escape directly above her. As she 
rose and started to look for anything to climb on or stand to reach the 
bottom rung of the metal ladder she fell into the bushes and struck an iron 
railing. It took a few minutes for everything to register but with the aid of 
the bushes and the railing, she could just reach the bottom of the ladder. 

At first Rachel decided to try and enter the building through the 


basement, but the door was a metal fire door and her little glass cutter 
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and utility knife were of no use. She had brought her lock set, but the 
deep cold her body was feeling caused her to shake too much to even 
attempt an entrance. So climbing was her only option, that or go around 
to the front and just walk through the main door. She kept that as a 
real option as she hung from the bottom rung and pulled slowly and 
higher onto the ladder until she could get her feet on the bottom step. 
She clung to the fire ladder shaking from the cold and almost in tears 
from exhaustion. 

She wanted to stay...clinging to the ladder for life support, but she 
knew she had two choices and not long to make either. She had to either 
gain entrance to the building to keep from freezing or jump to the snow 
bank and run for her car. Rachel knew that often in her life she had 
taken the easiest way, the path of least resistance, but not any more. 
Her recovery from her decadent past was complete and she was proud 
of her new life and she would be damned if she would allow Robert to 
destroy it all. 

Entrance into the building had been a snap. No feat of dexterity 
required no skill with a glass cutter or any burglary tool. Just raise the 
window. It was unlocked, which Rachel felt would be the answer for all 
the windows on the second floor. And as she finally stood in front of 
the filing cabinets in Father Ormond’s office she knew she could have 
simply walked through the front door. There was no evidence of life or 
security at all. Hell, she thought, I could have probably driven right up to 
the front entrance. With that thought she almost giggled. The puddles 
grew at her feet as she rifled through the cabinets. It took longer than 
she had ever imagined. 

It took almost two hours of exhaustive searching each and every file 
for students that could have been in residence during the correct time 
frame. Rachel had started with Robert Patterson, but quickly found 
that Father Ormond was telling the truth in that regard. There was no 
Robert Patterson file for any year that would have been close to the right 
age. So she started with his approximate age and confined her search 
to only those years covering what would have been his teenage years 
and pulled each file regardless of name and scanned the photos. After 
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realizing this might take all night, or morning as the case, she opted to 
check only students with the appropriate initials. People change their 
names often, it was not so unusual and when they did, they usually went 
off the deep end like The Fourth of July or some such nonsense. But 
people only trying to hide in plain sight usually chose a name with the 
same initials and one that sounds close to the original. 

In the wee hours of morning she hit pay dirt. Richard Padgett. 
His original name had been Richard Padgett. The photo did not reveal 
anything in and of itself, just an average looking teen with average grades, 
but the file also contained a short family biography. Robert or rather, 
Richard, it seemed, had a brother who was institutionalized. His parents 
were dead, maybe, but his brother appeared to still be alive and in another 
resident facility in Nebraska. Couldn't anyone dwell in civilization, 
she muttered to herself as she copied the information about Robert's 
brother? Nebraska, she thought, why not Chicago, Atlanta, Dallas, New 
York, LA. Hell, she would have taken St. Louis. Any place but Lincoln, 
Nebraska. At least Lincoln was close, she concluded, as she replaced 
the last document and closed the file cabinet. She glanced around to see 
what, if anything, she had disturbed and concluded the only evidence of 
her visit was a puddle of water on the carpet in front of the file cabinet. 
It couldn't be helped, she knew, for she had been unable to remove all 
of the snow from her jeans and water was the result. Thank goodness, 
she thought. At least she was warm again. She shivered at the thought 
of retracing her steps, but after glancing at her watch, she sped from 
Ormond’s office and directly to the window in front of the fire escape and 
stepped back into the cold. The wind had freshened and snow was again 
falling as she jumped from the bottom rung of the ladder into a snow 
bank. Hopefully, she prayed, the new snow would cover her footprints. 

Thirty minutes later she lay in water up to her neck. Still shivering 
the water in the tub reminded her of a North Atlantic storm. She 
couldn't stop shaking, She kept the hot water running into the tub for 
almost an hour before the shakes finally ceased. She toweled and dressed 
in semi fresh sweats, ransacked the small closet and found two more 


blankets that she added to the bed and quickly fell into a deep sleep. 


CHAPTER FIFTY-FIVE 


“It’s God-knows-what-time in the morning, Tanner,’ Liam griped as he 
tired to find the light by his bed. He turned it on and rubbed his sleepy 
eyes into focus. “What do you want?” 

“I want you dressed and in the lobby in fifteen minutes. While Erwin 
was doing his second tour at the first apartment, a certain Sergeant 
Quarrel revealed some information we should have known about. See 
you in fifteen.” 

He stared at the receiver in disbelief. He almost was tempted to 


pinch himself and see if all this was true. He knew better. It was. 


“Sonny boy?” Liam said as he tapped the window of the unmarked 
cruiser, rousing the sleeping form behind the wheel. 

A startled Detective Tucker came to and bumped his knee on the 
steering column as he stared at Liam's badge through the window. An 
attractive redhead encouraged Tucker to roll down the window. Instead, 
he opened the door and stepped out into the chilly morning air. 

“Top of the morning, Detective Tucker,” Liam greeted in his best 
Irish brogue. 

“Yeah, good morning ...” Tucker stammered, still trying to get his 
bearings. 

“Agent Collins.” 

“How may I help you?” Tucker asked. 


“My boss,” Liam looked to Tanner, “has some questions for you.” 
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“Detective Tucker, how long have you been staking out this particular 
apartment?” 

Before he answered he asked Tanner, “You are?” 

“Agent Shea. How long have you been trailing Ms. Bennett?” 

“Couple of days, but I haven't seen her since I arrived.’ 

“Arrived when, this morning?” Tanner asked, wanting clarification. 

“No, since arriving in Chicago, period.” 

“You haven't seen her come or go?” Liam asked. 

“No,” Tucker answered, embarrassment creeping into his features. 

“Is Captain Tucker a relative?” Tanner asked. 

“Yes, my father.” 

“Lucky you. You've got two choices,” Tanner offered, “you can sit 
out here or you join us as we knock on the door to see if Ms. Bennett is 
home. Which one?” 

The detective waved an open palm for the lady to go first, and soon 
he and Liam fell in behind Tanner as she made her way to Rachel's front 
door. 

This section of Diversey was dotted with old, and at one time, 
abandoned warehouses that had been converted into apartments or 
homes. Rachel’s was one unit; her home. Her castle, if Tanner knew 
better. 

When they rang the bell there wasn’t any answer, so Tanner took 
liberty and entered, much to the chagrin of Liam. “What? We've got 
the paperwork,” she lied, trying to relieve his apprehension. 

After entry, they donned the usual gloves and booties and began 
searching the apartment. This one was in sharp contrast to the first 
apartment registered to Rachel R. Bennett. This one looked lived in. 
There were clothes strewn about, garbage in the trash can, dishes in the 
sink and candles with wicks burned down. Tanner felt better about this 
place already. She sent Liam in a different direction, as well as letting 
him baby sit Detective Tucker. Lucky him, she smiled. 

Upon entering Rachel’s closet, Tanner caught her breath. It was 
exactly like the one in the first apartment. Hopefully the vanity wouldn't 


spill any nasty secrets. It did, however, provide Tanner with information 


StampeD Out | 337 


regarding Rachel's finances. She gave a grateful smile when she recognized 
the last name; Shephard. Rachel hadn't given up her married name and 
used it on all legal documents. She knew when Erwin ran his new search 
what he would find, and that eased the pent up tension Tanner had been 
feeling since their search of the first apartment. 

“Nothing in the garage,” Liam announced. “Think she’s stupid 
enough to travel in her own car? She is after all blonde.” 

Tanner doubted it. Nor was Mrs. Shephard traveling by plane, train 
or bus. “More than likely she was either hitchhiking, Tanner chagrined, 
“or she’s borrowed someone's vehicle.” She hoped it was the latter. 

“By borrowing, you mean stealing, don't you?” Liam inquired with 
a smile. 

Her only answer was a dimpled grin. 

“So, she did pass a few field tests,” Liam chided. 

Buttoning up Rachel’s place was easy and done with efficiency so 
as not to alert the homeowner that someone other than herself had 
been there. A little later, a technical squad would come back with the 
appropriate paperwork and legally obtain the information they already 
had gathered. Then the homeowner would know someone was there. 
Techies were messy. 

Tanner leaned against the driver's door of Detective Tucker's car, 
her gray eyes penetrating his, making him uncomfortable. Good, she 
thought. “I think it’s safe to say Rachel is not here, nor is she going to 
return anytime soon. So it seems, Detective Tucker, you can return 
home to Indianapolis.” 

“And what, be shot at dawn?” Tucker commented. “No, thanks. My 
dad will have my hide if I don’t produce something useful.” 

“Other than a good night's sleep?” Liam remarked, wishing he could 
get some himself. 

Tanner understood his underlying meaning and shot him a look. 
“Well, regardless Detective, you are now in the way of our investigation, 
so go home, or risk being arrested for obstruction.” 

“My dad said you were mouthy.” 


Liam winced at the boy’s lack of good sense. 
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“Yeah, well your dad’s short,’ Tanner ls threw out. “That 
explains a lot.” 

“Yeah, he is,” Tucker said, followed by a short laugh. 

Tanner looked him up and down, admiring his strong surfer-boy 
looks. “You sure you weren't switched at birth?” 

“My mother’s side,” he confessed. 

“Well, the decision is yours,” she said and headed toward her car. 

“I take it that means I can follow you?” he asked Liam. 


“If you can keep up.” 


On the way back to the hotel, Tanner reached Erwin on his cell phone 
and confirmed the bugging devices used in the first apartment. She also 
thanked him for relaying the information provided by Sergeant Quarrel, 
and then she looked in the rearview mirror and saw Detective Tucker 
doing his best to trail them. She slowed down so he could catch up. She 
shook her head at his ineptness. “Even Rachel was better at trailing than 
this,” she remarked. 

Liam smiled as he tried to get some sleep. “When do I leave?” 

“As soon as I've confirmed there will be useful information waiting 
for you in Nebraska. I want you to find out as much as you can about 
the Padgett family in Nebraska and then visit the brother in Lincoln. 
See if he ever has any visitors, packages, etc. You know the drill. And 
try not to lose Junior.” 

“And you?” 

“Erwin and I will leave in a little bit for DC. I want to see if I can 
get more information on Riley Harrington, III and then personally call 
on him. I want him to look me in the eyes as he lies.” 

“Well, we're getting the who's, now all we need are the whys.” 


“And the what’s.” 


CHAPTER FIFTY-SIX 


While Rachel slept, the school’s secretary accosted Father Ormond, She 
was complaining about a roof leak and all of the water in his office. The 
good Father, perturbed at first at the possibility of another expense on 
the ancient building quickly turned to anger as he recognized the puddles 
also held the impression of footprints. He promised the secretary he 
would call a roofer and dismissed her abruptly. He stood in the middle 
of his office and stared at the filing cabinets. The water, he quickly 
concluded did not come from a leaky roof. It was too cold for the snow 
on the roof to melt until spring. He noticed the impressions in the water 
soaked carpet and knew someone had been in his filing cabinets. 

“Who in the world?” he muttered under his breath. He opened 
the top cabinet and quickly scanned the individual folders for anything 
askew. He found it in the third drawer. The file of Richard Padgett 
had been removed and rifled. Documents were not in their normal neat 
place. It had been hastily replaced. It was easy to spot. He removed the 
file and crossed the room to his desk, called his secretary for his morning 
tea and opened the file and began to read. 

He quickly knew who had broken into his office. But he couldn't 
figure the why of it. The young girl from the previous day, the one 
inquiring about Robert Patterson, he was sure. She, of course, was 
asking of Robert Patterson, not Richard Padgett. It was only a small 
sin, and he was not quite sure why he had lied, but he had. Now the girl 
evidently had recognized his lie and returned to find out why. There was 
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no good reason, other than the privacy of a troubled life. The Father 
knew of Richard’s brother and what had happened, and he knew of 
Richard changing his name. He knew it all. But like all good fathers, 
he felt an obligation to keep in touch with his former charges; Richard... 
Robert was no exception. 

Oddly enough, it was Robert who had kept in touch more than 
Father Ormond. Always wanting to share his latest adventure and keep 
the Father updated mostly on his career. 

Father Ormond liked it that Robert shared information and thought 
enough of him to yield these intimacies. He figured he owed Robert 
the courtesy of a phone call. Telephoning the Chicago number, Father 
Ormond was told Robert was on assignment in Kansas City, and he was 
given a Robert's cell phone number. He punched in the number and left 


a voice mail message. 


CHAPTER FIFTY-SEVEN 


TGIF, It was not only the file name for Robert's display of control 
over the masses, but his mood, as well. He was happy. Though it was 
early in the morning, he punched in the codes and commands with more 
dexterity than usual and when the time table was established, he hit the 
enter key with more vigor than necessary. 

Feeling his oats, he delved into the codes for meteorological and 
Global Positioning Satellite systems. He had time for only one, and he 
chose, GPS; Global Positioning System. Through the master control, 
he studied the configuration and reestablished the inclination angle of 
six satellites for a twelve hour period, altering distance, time and velocity. 
And because he was familiar with the user segment, he knew his breech 
would go unnoticed. Almost. As with the telecommunications satellite, 
he left one fingerprint; Rachel’s. 

With everything in place, he buttoned up his personal belongings 
and headed to Nebraska, his happy-go-lucky attitude not deterred by 


what he might learn or have to do where Rodney was concerned. 


CHAPTER FIFTY-EIGH FE 


It was still quiet and Rachel was tired...to the bone. If she had to brush 
her teeth, she would require an instruction booklet. The coffee had 
lost its ability to breathe life into her and she was fairly convinced that 
nothing could restore her sanity but sleep and lots of it, days in fact. She 
was so tired if she thought about her black Ninja outfit in the snow one 
more time she would fall on the floor. It was all she could do to keep 
from laughing. Or crying. The tiredness crept through her being as 
never before. Even during her agent training with its stress, the lack of 
sleep never produced the dead tired effect of the last few days. 

Two days on the road and she had learned but one thing; Robert 
was evil incarnate. While the director at the home in Lincoln had been 
helpful, her discovery of Robert's brother cast a pall on her whole being. 
The somber director referred to the brother as “The Cherub”. It was an 
appropriate name, the cherubic expression on his face with his hands 
heat welded together in prayer. The director tried to sugar coat the 
experience, that it was only a childhood rage and jealously that lead to 
the tragic event, but Rachel bought none of it. Though mostly sheltered 
in life herself, she had at a later date found evil within the confines of her 
work, but never to this extent. 

She glanced out of the dirt-specked window at the first blush of pink 
towards the east. The clean hue did nothing for her disposition nor did 
it help the landscape. The frozen ground was dirty from many melts and 
mud this early winter had produced. ‘The salt spray and diesel overflow 
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neither adding nor detracting from the ugly landscape. It was just there, 
ruts of mud, ice and snow. A beach landing couldn't create a more pitiful 
view. She turned her head back to the inside of the restaurant and the 
slow moving help as they began the morning clean up before the arrival 
of the next shift. Rachel stared at the wall in front of the booth and 
became enthralled with a slate of soups available on any given day. She 
continued to stare as if she was really in the need of a bowl when Rosie 
stopped by her booth. 

“If you'd wash your face, you'll feel better, honey. I spend a lot late 
nights and not just working, and nothing does a body better than cold 
water, Anyway, I'll be getting off in about fifteen minutes, so if you 
need anything, let me know,” she advised as she wiped the crumbs off 
of Rachel’s table. She turned and left Rachel still studying the soup 
menu. 

Finally, with no reason she could fathom, she eased from the booth 
and slowly walked to the restroom. The attendant was still mopping 
the floor when Rachel entered. She stared at one of the mirrors, not 
recognizing the reflection. The woman in the mirror looked fifty or 
better, and tired. Deep lines etched her forehead and her eyes were 
sunken and dark circles made her look like a raccoon. She didn't laugh, 
but continued to stare. Slowly she leaned over the sink and started the 
tap. She splashed a small amount of water on her face. The initial jar 
of cold water brought her upright and again she caught her image in the 
mirror. She repeated the process until she was completely awake. Her 
appearance improved, but not much. The hollowness in her cheeks and 
eyes were still there, but the lines of worry seemed to dissipate somewhat. 
She found some soap and turned the hot water tap until it was bearable 
and scrubbed her face. She frowned at the paper towels, the only thing 
available to dry her face, except for the wall blower, and she didn’t feel 
like holding her face over the hot air. She scrubbed her face raw with 
the cheap paper and again locked into the mirror. Mirror, mirror, she 
was tempted, but didn’t. Her coloring was better, and that was a start. 
She searched her purse and found enough make-up to again give her the 
school girl look, albeit an old school girl, she thought, but one damn site 
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better than had walked into the restroom. She again checked herself 
in the mirror, took a deep breath and walked with. purpose back to her 
table. 

She gathered her coat, gloves and cap, left money for the bagel and 
coffee along with a tip and stepped into the freezing morning. The TR 
6 was as cold as her thoughts as she sat on the vinyl seats shivering. 
She pulled the choke and cranked the ignition with more conviction 
than she possessed over the last few hours. She knew that if she was to 
survive this debacle, she had to reach some degree of safety. It would 
not be long before, if not already, that Robert discovered her entry into 
his apartments. She was sure that in her panic she left enough clues 
that even a blind bloodhound with hay fever would be on her in short 
notice. She knew, with no better conviction than the sureness all women 
have when approached by men of questionable character, that Robert 
had been stalking her for some time. She was also convinced that the 
evil that drove Robert had to be coming to a head, first the stalking and 
then the entry into her hotel room, and finally the killing of the stamp 
collector. Funny, she thought, she couldn't even remember his name, the 
collector, just the fact that it had been a pleasant diversion, and possibly a 
start in her own life. But Robert had cut it so very short. But if she was 
going to survive, she knew she needed time and a better plan than just 
running across the Midwest. She remembered the Corps’ “Don’t Run” 
tee-shirt and smiled. With the old British sports car finally reaching 
driving temperature, she with a great deal conviction, pulled from the 
truck stop parking lot. 

She left I-80, cut over and down through I-39 into Decatur, Illinois 
and finally found a radio station that wasn't calling out for her redemption. 
The sun was well over the horizon as she checked her watch and exited 
the interstate onto a side street. She topped the gas tank and from the 
teenage attendant who was more interested in the TR-6 than Rachel, 
much to her chagrin, obtained directions to her next stop. She paid 
for the gas with a credit card. She was not hiding anymore. She would 
leave a trail. She wanted someone to find her, not Robert, but if he did, 
it would be all right, too. That was her plan, and she was sticking by it. 
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But she hoped for Tanner or even Junior, that klutz. She smiled again 
thinking of the Indy detective. Maybe he would wake up and find her. 
She was going to leave enough electronic clues that even a blind man 
could follow. She found a local coffee shop where the coffee was definitely 
better than her last and waited for the Blue Ribbon Bread sign to signal 
ten. She activated her cell phone that should let a crippled bloodhound 
track her through the electronic maze. She called her office and directly 
into her voice mail. She retrieved no messages. She merely wanted to 
leave for whomever was looking, another avenue. Her depression and 
exhaustion was gone as she placed the Styrofoam cup of coffee in the 
custom holder on the driver's door. After the customary warm-up delay, 
the TR-6 left the parking lot and headed towards the center of Decatur, 
where she found the tacky Greek Revival building described by the 
teenager, and in it, Gunny’s Guns. Thirty minutes later she was heading 
out of town on I-74 heading towards middle Indiana, a fully loaded 
Model 870 Remington 12 gauge in the passenger seat, an open box of # 
4's in the floorboard. She was determined that she would not run any 
further. She was tired of being frightened, and she made up her mind 
she would not run. If Tanner or Junior did not pick up her clues then 
she was going to ground. She would find a place that was safe, at least 
in her mind, and then try to contact Tanner and allow the end to come 
to her. And she was mad. She was as mad at Robert as she had finally 
come to be of herself when she screwed up her life in Washington. But 
that was her doing, and she didn’t kill or hurt anyone. But Robert was 
another matter. Robert was as evil of a person as she had ever discovered. 
And if only half of what she expected would be discovered about him, 
she would be more than justified in blowing his shit all over the Midwest. 
Her Visa card would squeal its signal and she was ready and armed to the 
teeth, for besides the Model 870, she had also purchased a 7mm Model 
70 Winchester with a 12X Redfield Scope, a 1911A1 Colt, a can of Mace 
and a K-Bar US Marine Combat knife. 

Her plan was vague, but basic. She was heading to Tanner's family 
winery. All she knew was that it was located in central or south central 


Indiana. She would worry about the exact location when she reached 
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the Hoosier state. She could always find the winery; stop in any local 
library and a quick hook up to any server could find any winery, and 
she knew the name, so finding it, while not a snap, would be easy. Her 
plan was simple; for someplace on that large farm there had to be a 
secluded spot where her back could be protected, preferably a cave or 
defilement or at least a bluff where she would not have to worry about 
her proverbial back. She would purchase enough food and water along 
with more warm clothing and a North Slope sleeping bag and wait for 
Robert and or whomever he was working for that might be aiding him. 
She was convinced that while Robert was as evil and mean as Charlie 
Manson, he was not that bright. Someone or some organization had to 
be involved; directing him or at least trying to control him, She would 
wait. It was that simple. She had, not by design, but by innocence left a 
trail wide enough for a Semi to drive through and now she was throwing 
electronic cookie crumbs at everyone. It would not take long, a week 
maybe. Someone would come and she prayed it would be Robert. With 
the 7mm she could cut an eyebrow from a gnat, and if that didn’t work, 
the 12 gauge or the .45 should get someone's attention. If all else failed, 
she had the Mace and the K-bar. She was skilled, though rusty, with 
them all. She smiled again, and in Terre Haute exited the freeway for 
some real food. She had not eaten anything worth a damn in two days. 
She needed food, and she needed energy. 

While the cuisine at the Country Kitchen would never be mistaken 
for any bistro in Chicago, it was nourishing. And the carrot cake that 
followed the pot roast had enough carbohydrates to jump-start the dead. 
She ordered coffee “to go” and this time paid the check with a Master 
Card. She was going to leave electronic tracks when and wherever she 
could. In a way it was a defensive move she had concluded; let them all 
find me. She just hoped Tanner was the first. With that thought she 
drove to downtown Terre Haute and located the main library. It was 
well into the morning, but she obtained the necessary help from the 
staff and within a short time had located Tanner's family winery. Her 
next problem, she knew, was to convince Tanner's mother to let her hold 


up on the property. She had only met Mrs. Shea on one occasion, and 
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she was sure it was a good meeting. It was right after training, she and 
Tanner were attending a gala and Mrs. Shea had been in Washington, 
so Tanner invited her along, Rachel remembered a lot of wine, but not 
much else. Surely the lady would remember her, and hopefully, it had 
not been a tragic first meeting. Hopefully she had not danced on the 
tables and she prayed she kept her clothes in place. She was pretty sure 
of that, for her dissipated living did not start for some time, as best she 
could recall. Well, she thought, we will know soon enough. 

The winery was located near the town of Trinity Springs, just 
outside the Hoosier National Forest. It was a county and country road 
nightmare as she cut south from Terre Haute. It was nearly dark when 
she stumbled upon Trinity Springs and it was dark when she crossed 
the covered bridge leading to Willow Pond Winery. At the fork, she took 
a right, which lead to the main farm house. She had called Tanner's 
mother from just outside Terre Haute. It was not a “ya'll come on down, 
now, and see me”, but Mrs. Shea was cordial and the invitation to visit 
had been extended. Rachel would spring the rest on her at the winery. 

Surely this road must be on the national register of rustic roads, she 
thought, the rural setting was almost bucolic, it was too good, more like 
a scene out of a Rockwell painting, The snow had not melted. Although 
the temperature seemed about the same as the freeway, the repeated 
melts and freezes had not taken place, the edge of the road was not a 
mud brown, it was crystal white. The fields were white, the trees bowed 
with snow, large drifts created fences; it was almost too beautiful for the 
ugly business Rachel was bringing. 

To say that Sophie Shea resented Rachel’s intrusion would have 
certainly been an understatement, however the actual greeting Rachel 
received was far different than either had anticipated. She knew she was 
approaching Sophie with hat in hand. To say she was in serious need of 
rest and desperately needed to reach Tanner was to say the least. Sophie 
was her last or at least best hope. 

Tanner's mother was not the woman Rachel had pictured in her 
mind. Rachel’s take on the conversation had been cold, but resigned 


in admitting Rachel into the home. The door was opened by a rather 
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pleasant woman, if not somewhat formal, dressed in tan slacks and a 
cardigan sweater. 

“Come in Rachel, make yourself at home. I ee tea. It will only 
take a minute,” Sophie Shea said as she turned her back to Rachel and 
walked through the large living room and into a hallway. “I shall return 
presently. The high back chair is most comfortable. Put your coat and 
hat on the rack.” 

Rachel stared at the large room; hardwood floors with large colorful 
rugs strewn in patterned disarray. The wood walls had been whitewashed 
and lined with bookcases and paintings. There was a fire in the Pilgrim 
Stove and cinnamon and apples potpourri steamed in a ceramic pot. 
Rachel chose not the high back, but a low couch placed near a scared 
coffee table. Sophie returned and sat a cup of tea on the table in front 
of Rachel, nodded and walked back to her desk tucked in the far corner. 
Neither woman spoke as each went through the tea ritual. The old 
register clock ticked away in the background and each sipped their tea. 

“So what brings you to my part of the woods, Rachel? I don't recall 
that we are close friends or that you and Tannie are particularly close 
anymore.” 

Rachel stared at one of the magazines tossed on the table and took 
another sip of tea and let her mind relax, the first time in three days. 
The tea was excellent. But then everything Tanner did was excellent, 
her mother's tutelage evident in Tanner's bearing at every turn. Rachel 
placed the teacup back in its saucer and looked at Sophie. 

“Well, it’s not a long story, but it is complicated. It started a couple 
of weeks ago...” 

Rachel laid out the whole sorry mess, from her brief encounter with 
Edward Pickett, the murder, the suspicion that fell on her. She spoke of 
her mandatory leave, Robert's two apartments, he previous stalking of 
her and what she discovered in Iowa and Nebraska. Tanner's mother sat 
at her desk and took in both the story and tea, When Rachel finished, 
neither woman spoke for several minutes, 

The usually reserved and nonjudgmental Sophie decided it was time 
someone took this wayward child in tow and let her have it with both 
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barrels. She didn't sugar coat her feelings. “Well, you have created quite 
a mess. 

Rachel opened her mouth to protest, but Sophie put a stern hand 
up to silence her. 

“No, don’t interrupt. I find that most problems, regardless of the 
outcome usually commence with poor decisions. Yours was obvious, 
and if I read the facts correctly, everyone will soon be here. After all, I 
don't think they will be coming for a tasting party. Therefore, this is our 
game plan; you will stay in the guesthouse. I’ll have Richard attempt to 
right one wrong, at least. He will take the stolen car back to Chicago 
and hopefully return with your Jeep.” 

Sophie dialed the phone on her desk and spoke quickly. “Richard 
will be here shortly. He will take you to the guesthouse. Kindly remove 
all of your belongings from the vehicle and assist Richard in cleaning 
your presence from the car. Be sure and give him your parking ticket 
and the keys to your Jeep. He has worked for me a very long time; I 
don’t want him to end his employment with a prison term. People often 
attempt to right a wrong with several of their own. You, young lady, have 
left a messy trail. Hopefully, Tanner will be able to offer some solutions 
that will allow everyone to return to normal lives, including you,’ she 
sternly concluded. 

Richard appeared shortly thereafter and found the two women 
silently drinking tea. Instructions in hand, he led Rachel to the 
guesthouse nestled within a stand of birch. Richard shook his head as 
Rachel gathered her arsenal and followed him into the humble cottage. 

While Richard and Rachel were cleaning the car, Tanner's mother 
was placing a call. It was short and sweet. “The little pitcher with big 


ears has arrived. I suggest you do the same.” 


CHAPTER FIFTY-NINE 


Liam was drinking his usual cup of coffee as he sat in the tragically 
uncomfortable lounge chair in Terminal C at Chicago's O'Hare while 
Detective Tucker fidgeted with his watch every few minutes. 

“It’s very good, you see, this Starbucks. Not as good as my Uganda 
blends, but fair enough. You should havea cup. It will calm your nerves. 
Or better still, maybe a pint or two. You just need to settle down boy. 
All will be well, just leave it to the wee lass and me. Tanner knows. This 
is just a side trip. Think of it as an education. You are privileged to work 
with a great detective and broaden your knowledge of geography.” 

“Pop will kill me. He never said anything about Nebraska.” 

“True, so true, but I do believe he said keep a sharp eye on our 
traveling Miss. You seem to have misplaced her, lost track a bit, I judge. 
Just relax, we shall find her soon. In the meantime, if you would be so 
kind, be a good lad and use some of your energy to obtain for me another 
cup of this wonderful elixir.” 

“They just called our flight. Will they let you take the coffee on 
board?” 

Liam nodded, “All the more reason to hasten now be a good lad.” 

Twenty minutes later the two detectives were sitting within the 
narrow confines of the United Express turbo-prop as it climbed up and 
across the western suburbs of Chicago. Liam was sipping his Starbucks 
and Detective Tucker was squirming in his seat like a five year old. Liam 
glanced at Tucker and smiled to himself as he finished his coffee. He 
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placed the empty carton on the floor between his feet, and leaned back 
slightly and was asleep before Tucker could express any more worry. 

At three hundred miles per hour the Brazilian turbo prop flew 
slower and lower than jets normally flown by United. With last minute 
flights, especially those at dawn, seats were hard to come by. As Liam 
had commented, Tucker had expressed serious misgivings over the ride 
in a Stump-Jumper, “Beggars can't be choosers, lad. We need to be in 
Lincoln and this, I am assured by those that be, is the only flight on 
which we may go, so relax and leave the details to me.” 

A little over an hour into the flight, Liam awoke with a start as 
Detective Tucker punched him in the side. “Your cell’s ringing. You 
must be deaf as a post. Turn it off or respond, it’s keeping me awake.” 

Liam glanced at the young detective and turned sideways in his seat 
as he reached for his phone. Grasping the annoying mechanism from his 
belt he straightened his suit jacket and sat erect in his seat. His vision 
was blurred slightly with sleep, but as he keyed the message he could 
discern it was from Miss Shea. The digital read out was crossing the 
screen with “RIP’s juvenile files at Lincoln HQ. Meet Detective...” when 
it went dead. Liam punched the scroll button again, but the phone had 
lost the message and shut down. His concentration was still on his phone 
when the pilot made an announcement. 

“Due to an electrical problem, we will be landing in Des Moines. 
There's nothing to worry about. The electrical problem is within the Air 
Traffic Control, not the plane,” the pilot conceded. 

Detective Tucker jabbed Liam's ribs again. “I told you this was a 
bad idea, but would you listen to me? No. The great Treasury Agent 
has to do everything his way. Now we're going down,” he moaned to no 
one in particular. 

“Shut up boy, there is nothing wrong with the plane. You will 
live, although I am not quite sure why you should. You are a bother 
sometimes, you know.” 

The landing at Des Moines was smooth, the taxi was uneventful and 
when the passengers emptied into the terminal, Liam headed for the first 


bank of phones. He had always hated the idea of electronic anything and 
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his lack of knowledge was now costing him and he realized he was now 
out of his element. He was in the middle of nowhere America cut off 
from his office and saddled with a nervous young detective. He might, he 
thought, just might have to re-think his position on communications. All 
of the cell phones were dead and the pay phones were being overloaded, 
and by the looks of the patrons beating the receivers into the wall, 
Liam suspected dial tone was fast becoming the new missing link. His 
experience was the same as he stood looking at the lifeless receiver in 
amazement. 

“Anything wrong?” Tucker asked as he stood beside Liam. 

“Well, you might have noticed that many of our fellow passengers 
were trying to utilize Mr. Bell’s fine invention. It seems all of the phones, 
cellular or otherwise, are on holiday. Busy signal. Probably a sunspot. 
The muckity-mucks at Palamor had predicted one this winter as I recall. 
Probably a sunspot,” he again reasoned. 

“What the hell is a sunspot?” 

“Your public education is sorely lacking. I suggest you find a 
dictionary when we reach our destination, assuming we do reach the 
charming city of Lincoln.” 

“You know youre such a stuck-up snob,” Tucker retorted. 

Liam turned from the young detective and stared through the large 
glass windows. Tucker tried to enjoin Liam in a conversation, but all of 
his questions fell on deaf ears. Jr. was at a loss and wandered around the 
gate area with the other passengers as they all awaited the re-start of their 
flight. Finally they commenced the cattle car shuttle as their flight was 
called and their journey resumed. Liam was still deep in thought as he 
strapped himself into the narrow seat and held up his hand to quiet the 
young detective as Tucker tried to make idle conversation with his nerves 
more on edge with the turbo-prop as it taxied to the active runway. The 
remaining flight was as smooth as any winter's flight into the Midwest, 
only a little chop as the plane left calm boundaries above the clouds and 


descended into Lincoln. 


CHAPTER SIXTY 


Tanner was packing her laptop as the final boarding call was given for 
her flight back to DC. The Gnome waited patiently while she stuffed 
papers and crammed her laptop into her too small valise. She gathered 
her overcoat and nodded for Erwin to board and followed him, doing 
her best to yank and tug her purse strap into place while wrestling with 
the valise strap and coat. 

They found their seats near the back and Erwin offered to take the 
always uncomfortable middle seat, but Tanner wouldn't hear of it. She 
was smaller, and besides, he had proven his weight in gold this trip, so 
she offered the aisle to him and took the miserable middle seat. The 
man sitting in the window seat took exception to Tanner's fidgeting as 
she settled in and shoved her valise under the seat in front of her. She 
realized his irritation and soothed his furrowed brow with a dimpled 
grin. 

All were buckled in as the plane sat on the runway, ready for take 
off, and they barely paid attention as the flight attendants droned on 
about safety on the airplane, when Tanner's phone vibrated against her 
hip. She plucked it free and fear froze her brow. The text message read, 
“I did it for you. I’ll show you more later. RIP.” She knew exactly who 
RIP was, but what was his game? Why her? 

She passed the phone to Erwin, his face reflected hers. Then without 
warning it went dead. Erwin checked his. It, too, was not working. As 


she started to speak, the pilot came on and informed the passengers 
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that they would be returning to the gate, for there was a weather delay. 
Somehow, Tanner and Erwin didn’t buy that explanation. 

They sat as patiently as they could while the plane made its way 
back to the terminal. When able, Tanner checked her cell phone again. 
Nothing. Erwin checked his phone and it too was as dead on arrival. 

She kept the information to herself as she tried to find the nearest 
pay phone. Obviously she wasn’t the only one experiencing a cellular 
glitch. She put Erwin in charge of watching her stuff, and took her place 
in line. She supposed she could have bumped her way to the front by 
declaring an emergency and flashing her badge, but she knew the damage 
had been done, to what extent, she wasn’t sure. So why start a panic? 

Her position in line afforded her a clear view of the arrival and 
departure screens, and one by one, the flights from all airlines flashed 
“delayed”. She knew Robert was responsible, and lucky her; he did it 
for her. 

Finally, when it was her turn, she dialed George's number in DC. 
“Anything unusual happen this morning?” she carefully asked. “Here, 
too,’ she confirmed. “Also, every flight is delayed. Same there?...No, I 
don’t know how much longer we'll be here, but do me a favor and have 
a satellite expert ready when we return. I need some schooling on how 
these things work. And, George, thanks.” 

She hung up and made her way back to Erwin and explained the 
situation. “I want you involved in this crash course on satellites,” she said. 
“T know you have a lot on your plate, but youre gifted with figuring out 
how little trinkets work. After all, you work with Liam,” she joked. 

“Yeah, but he’s not so small.” 

She grinned as they both sat down and quietly organized the rest of 
their day around Robert and his foreplay with satellites. 


CHAPTER SIXTY-ONE 


The rental car doors had just closed when Detective Tucker took a slide 
on an unsalted walkway in front of the modern municipal building that 
housed all city agencies including the Lincoln Police Department. 

“Do watch your step. I do not believe we have time for a trip to 
the emergency room,” Liam said as he extended his hand to the young 
detective, “and remember we do the questions, the good people here in 
Lincoln are here to help us, not the other way around. They really have 
no business learning ours.” 

“Well, just what are we trying to do? I’m still not clear on that point,” 
Junior said as he regained control of his feet and tried to brush off his 
overcoat. 

“Yes, well that is a problem. Just try to blend into the wall; I’ll handle 
it from here. You might keep a sharp lookout for your misplaced Miss 
Rachel. Perhaps your father will allow you to remain on active duty,” 
Liam dug. Tiring of the detective’s petulance, he poured the proverbial 
salt into the wound and walked away. 

After a short wait at the Desk Sergeant's domain, Liam and Detective 
Tucker were escorted through a highly polished hallway and into Juvenile 
Records where they were met by a Detective Raines. 

“Not too much to tell you other than what's in the files,” Raines said. 
“I've only been here for five years and as you can see these records go back 


along way. After receiving the call from your boss, I did some research. I 
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found the former head of Juvenile...he’s retired to a farm outside of town. 
I've got the phone number and address if you need...” 

“Just how are your phones?” Liam interrupted. “Ours were a bit 
tricky during our flight. We had to divert to Des Moines. Your phones 
okay?” Liam asked as he picked up the heavy folder and began reading 
the earlier evil deeds of RIP. 

“We lost select communications this morning. Pagers, cell phones, 
GPS in vehicles,” Raines revealed. 

“Sunspots,” Tucker spoke up. 

“That will be sufficient, Tucker,’ Liam warned as he continued to 
read. Moments later he slowly eased himself into one of the standard 
chairs in all police departments and continued his perusal of the large 
file. 

Tucker, trying to find something to occupy his time, paced within 
the small confines of the office and finally took a seat as Liam motioned 
with his hand for him to sit. Raines watched with a bemused smile as 
Junior performed as per instructions. 

“Coffee?” Raines offered. 

“Oh, yes, if you would be so kind. I was afraid we were passed the 
coffee date line out here in the Midwest. A large cup, black and hot 
would accent my morning, sir. You might bring our young friend, here, 
a pop, though. He doesn't have the pallet to appreciate the nuances of 
three day old police coffee,” Liam said as he continued to read. 

“It's not that bad,” Raines weakly defended. “Bad in its own way, 
but fresh every morning. The Chief is a coffee drinker. He bought one 
of those big pots like you see on military bases. You know the type. It 
holds enough for all. Might not be good, but it will be black and hot,” 
he promised. 

By the time Raines returned with Liam’s coffee and a Dr. Pepper for 
Tucker, Liam had completed his review of the juvenile record of Richard 
Issac Padgett. “A rather bad boyo, your Mr. Padgett,” Liam announced 
to Detective Raines as he accepted his coffee. 
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“It would certainly appear so. I wonder what happened to him. I did 
some checking, but his name is not in our AG as an adult. But, 
as you and I know, that doesn’t mean squat.” 

“Squat’s the reason we are here,’ Liam admitted. “He was ner and 
still is. It appears he hardly allowed a week to go by before bringing 
attention to himself with some rather sadistic deed. This last bit about 
his brother is rather alarming. Not that burying chickens up to their 
necks and then decapitating them with a power mower is the stuff a 
child’s dream, but boiling the hands of his brother until the flesh melted 
seems a bit over the top to have no further record in any files since. 
What happened to him? Surely the ‘I am a victim, too’ syndrome was 
not prevalent at that time?” 

“Im not sure. That's why I looked up the man in charge at the 
time. Remember, I told you he’s retired? Well, he couldn't offer much. 
Said it had been hushed and the younger Padgett boy was placed in an 
institution here in Lincoln, while his brother...the one you're interested 
in, was taken over to another place in Iowa. His parents were worthless, 
it seems,” Raines concluded. 

“Well, I think we're done, here,” Liam said as he drained his cup. 
“Come young, Tucker, let’s see if we can talk to the younger Padgett. 
He's still alive, I take it?” Liam asked Raines. 

“Yes. I checked this morning and here is the address and contact for 
you,’ Raines offered as he handed Liam a yellow Post-It note. 


CHAPTER SIXTY-TWO 


As Liam and Detective Tucker left the Lincoln Police Headquarters 
building, a dark green 1997 Jeep Wrangler drove into the parking lot of 
the Greenbriar Place and stopped near the entrance and parked in a slot 
marked For Physicians Only. With the engine running, possibly to keep 
the vehicle warm against the bitter Nebraska January, it appeared that 
an attractive blonde woman stepped from the Wrangler. The woman, 
dressed in dark slacks with an equally dark coat pulled tightly, looked 
quickly across the remaining parking lot and seemed satisfied. She 
tucked a wisp of blonde tress into the coats hood and set off with a 
hurried purpose across the remaining lot onto the sidewalk and into a 
building named Greenshire. 

The blonde woman's heels struck the terrazzo tile like gunshots as 
she walked hurriedly down the hallway. While not unusually tall for 
a woman, but tall non-the-less, her strides were long and quick. She 
walked past the Information Desk without pause or a glance. She knew 
her destination, for she had visited before. It was nearly noon and she 
saw the food cart at the end of the hallway. She increased her stride and 
quickly entered room G1221. Against the pale winter's light filtering 
through the east window she was cast in a white shadow. The room was 
of typical design for an assisted living facility; the bath located just as you 
entered, There were two beds in the center of the room, the heads of the 
bed against the wall on the right. The beds were separated by a sliding 


partition, which was now open. Against the other wall were two metal 
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institutional dressers for whatever personal effects one accumulated 
during long term care. Both men in room G1221 had been roommates 
for a long time. The two occupants, both still in bed even at this late 
hour looked up as she entered. Neither registered any recognition of 
the attractive blonde woman as she stopped and put her purse on the 
first dresser, 

“Hello, Rodney,” she purred softly. Her voice was low timbered 
and flat, a Midwestern flat, devoid of any noticeable accent. She did not 
smile. “It's been some time. Too long I expect. But certain events...well, 
you know how it is. You look well,” she said lightly. She ignored the man 
in the second bed, her focus was held completely by the occupant in the 
first who now tried to shift to a higher sitting position. 

“Here, let me help you,” the blonde woman offered as she walked 
across the room and assisted the occupant of the bed as he struggled 
into a better sitting position. As the blond woman adjusted the pillows, 
the occupant had a very strange look on his face. But he didn’t speak. 
“Sorry about Christmas, I know you enjoyed your position as the star of 
the family. I was busy. You know how it is. Someone has to work for a 
living,” she continued. 

The man in the second bed, realizing the attractive blonde woman 
was not including him in the conversation returned his gaze to the 
window and rolled onto his side completely ignoring the others in the 
room. The occupant of the first bed, the one nearest the door, and the 
one known as Rodney began a slow recognition process, As the blonde 
woman continued to fuss with the pillows, he tried to squirm with his 
hips to sit higher within the confines of his bed. He knew who she 
was. She was right, it had been a long time, and it had been Christmas. 
Fifteen Christmas’s had passed. He stiffened as the blonde woman let 
her hands stray from the pillows and caress his face. He looked up at 
the violet eyes. He knew. She knew. It was clear to both that too much 
time had passed, though. The blonde woman walked from the bed and 
retrieved her purse and placed the strap over her left shoulder. She 
quietly opened the clasp as she returned to the bed. 
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“You know, Rodney, my lovely little lamb, I have dreamed of this 
many times. At one time in my life it was my only thought, you lying in 
bed and me at your bedside, one happy family again. Not really happy, 
but, you know, a family again. But I don't suppose there was ever a more 
dysfunctional family than ours. What do you think, Rodney? What? I 
didn’t hear you,” the blonde woman asked. “Cat got your tongue?” 

The man known as Rodney continued to stare. He knew the blonde 
woman. And he knew his family, too. Still, it was his family. As bad as 
it ever was, it was his. There had never been any real reason for existence 
other than hate, pure and simple. But Rodney was past reaction. He 
had resigned himself many years before. He knew the day would come 
that would end his suffering. He had no fear, and smiled at the blonde 
as she opened her purse. Rodney had waited for this day, it had always 
been as certain as cold in winter. The thought of this day, at one time, 
left him in a cold sweat. He often had nightmares about this day. But 
as the years passed the fears passed and transformed themselves into 
hope. For some time now, he had dreamed of this day, but not with 
dread; hope. The day had finally arrived and Rodney smiled at the 
blonde woman hovering above his head and wondered why it had taken 
so long. He didn’t wonder how or really care at all. The realization that 
the day had finally arrived filled him with a joy he had not experienced 
in way too many years. While the world spun almost out of control, or 
so he thought, he had been locked in anguish, but no longer, finally his 
prayers had been answered. Rodney started to speak but the blonde 
woman cut him off. 

“Shush, now, Rodney, we don’t want to upset anyone. Don’t want to 
disturb your roommate, do you? I didn’t think so,” the blonde woman 
said as she pulled one of the pillows from under Rodney's head and placed 
it on his chest. With her right hand she removed a Colt Huntsman and 
placed it on the pillow. She then removed a slotted silencer and laid it on 
the pillow next to the Huntsman. “Won't make a sound, you know...like 
a small mouse coughing. ..not a soul will hear it but you and me, Rodney. 
Our secret. Won't that be delightful, just you and me again, after all of 
these years, just the two of us. Well, what can I say? Life was not fair 
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to either of us, Rodney. But at least you'll not have to rail against it any 
longer.” 

Rodney had no fear. If he could have jumped on the gun he would 
have taken the plunge, but he was willing to wait. He had waited so 
long; a few more minutes would not make a difference. The difference 
had occurred so long ago. It was the now he awaited, and smiled his best 
at the blonde woman and nodded his head. 

“Well, I am so happy you are taking this well. I was afraid there 
would be a scene. You remember our parents didn't like scenes, and 
I don't either, anymore. So just consider this your present from me, a 
belated Christmas present,” the blonde woman said as she adjusted the 
pillow on Rodney's chest and placed the Huntsman against it. With the 
butt of the gun against her breast and the barrel against Rodney's chest 
she leaned over and lightly kissed him on the lips. As she broke the kiss 
and pulled her face from his, she smiled and pulled the trigger twice. 
There was no discernable sound to identify them as gunshots, just two 
clicks, the pillow and the silencer had done their jobs. And the small 40 
grain slugs did theirs. 

Rodney’s first expression was surprise. Even though he knew it was 
coming, the pain had surprised him. He didn’t think there would be 
any pain. But he was wrong. But the pain was short lived as the two _ 
small pellets exploded into his heart. His look of surprise turned to pain 
and then evolved into his famous smile, his cherubic smile, which had 
probably caused all of this to begin with, but it was his smile and no one 
would ever take it from him again. 

Rodney was dead before the blonde woman smiled and stood erect. 
She did not even glance at the roommate. She removed the silencer and 
replaced both the silencer and the Colt in her purse, closed the clasp and 
walked from the room. She did not even look back, but walked swiftly 
down the hallway, smiling for the monitoring camera in the corner of 
the hall. The food cart was two doors away from Rodney's door when 
the blonde woman reached the exit door and stepped into the bright 
sunlight; satisfied. 


CHAPTER. Saas REE 


“You drive, lad. I need to catch up on my reading,” Liam said as he tossed 
the rental car keys to Detective Tucker. “It would appear that our Master 
Robert has been a very nasty boy. You can find the place, can't you? You 
were paying attention to the kind Detective that went to the trouble of 
photocopying the material I want to read. You don’t want his effort to 
go for naught, now do you, lad? Right. Just drive.” 

“But this is not my car. I didn’t rent it. What happens if I have a 
wreck on these icy streets? Could I lose my license? Pop would be pissed, 
that’s for sure.” 

“Well, don’t have a wreck, then. And besides if you lose your license 
you can always obtain another one at Sears. Is that not where you 
Hoosiers get your licenses? Surely it is true as there is no way any of 
you were ever trained to drive a motor car. My esteemed boss, and lovely 
woman she is, scares Demolition Derby drivers. Must be the water, or 
the corn. By the way, is it a state requirement that the dimmer switches 
are welded to high beam?” Liam chuckled and opened the passenger 
door, “Come on lad, we don't have all day.” 

They rode in silence as Tucker carefully negotiated the ice-laden 
streets, consulting the hand drawn map furnished by the Lincoln 
detective, The traffic grew sparse as the map led them towards the 
outskirts of town. The scenery was better, as strip malls gave way to the 
WWUera houses, then to small fields and finally the country road they 


were seeking. 
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“What are we looking for? This Robert person isn’t here, is he? 
And Rachel surely isn’t out here. Just what can Robert’s brother tell 
us, anyway? I understand from the Lincoln cop that the boy, man now, 
was pretty much a recluse or wouldn't talk or some such shit. Tell me 
something, damn it.” 

“Well, son, I don't rightly know for what we're looking, but this 
Robert person, as you say, is involved with this mess, I'll bet my last 
dollar. I just don’t know how and why, yet, but he is, of that am sure. As 
for your Rachel, I think she is up to her eyeballs in at least the murder of 
the guest in Indianapolis. Oh, I don’t think she killed him, I just feel she 
knows far more than she told you or your father, that’s all. Whether or 
not Robert's brother can shed any light is not for me to speculate at this 
time. You know the amount of time we spend just asking the same old 
questions. It's all leg work. Bone tiring leg work that eventually causes 
the apple to fall from the tree. So we are merely following a tried and 
true formula. Be patient, and for God's sake, look at the road, not me,” 
Liam said as Detective Tucker swerved on the roadway, struck a patch of 
ice and skidded into a curb and bounced back onto the driving lanes. 

“Sorry,” Jr. sheepishly apologized. 

“Has to be the water,” Liam commented as he shook his head and 
returned to his reading. 

The detective drove on in silence as Liam watched the road which 
gave way to the farms that dotted the landscape. He consulted the map, 
again, and made another turn, back towards town. The road closed 
from four lanes down to two, lined with hedge rows and rock fences. 
Giant willows draped over the roadway. He slowed down at the sign 
announcing his arrival, and turned down another tree lined road. The 
half mile drive opened from the tree line to a modern parking lot with 
two and three story buildings stretching into the distance. He drove to 
the front of the flat parking lot and made a left hand turn heading for 
what he thought was the main administration building. Only a few cars 
were scattered through the large flat surface, and as he eased the rental 


down the aisle he caught sight of a familiar blonde woman hurrying from 


364 | Lori Evans 


one of the buildings towards the parking lot. He slowed and reached 
over and tugged on Liam's sleeve. 

“That's Rachel, I think. Look at the woman coming towards us. No, 
between the building and the trees. It is Rachel,” he said loudly, and 
slammed on the brakes. He threw the car in park and quickly jumped 
from the rental, leaving it and Liam in the middle of the driving lane. 

“Rachel,” he called out. “Rachel, stop for a moment, will you?” 

The blonde woman, who walked briskly towards her parked Jeep, 
which was now only a few strides away, looked at the detective running 
towards her in dismay. She did not break stride, even as Tucker closed, 
but she did respond. She opened her large purse and removed the Colt 
Woodsman and without breaking stride, shot the detective twice. 

Liam, used to bad driving on icy streets was trying to gather the 
papers he had been reading and unlocked his seat belt all at the same 
time. He saw the blonde and was probably more surprised than Detective 
Tucker, at even the thought that Rachel would be in Lincoln. He had no 
idea where she was at the present. Hell, he didn’t know where she had 
been for the past two days, but he knew Lincoln, Nebraska shouldn't be 
one of them. He watched as the young detective raced across the parking 
lot and as Liam twisted out of his seatbelt, he saw the blonde woman pull 
something black and long from her purse. 

“Now, what the hell...” he stuttered as he watched young Tucker 
fall rather ungracefully to the ground. As Liam struggled with the 
harness, he became startling aware that the blonde woman had shot the 
detective, and as he finally freed himself, she opened the door of a Jeep 
Wrangler and threw her purse into the passenger side and climbed rather 
inelegantly into the canvassed cab, Liam finally cleared the seatbelt and 
threw open his door. He had never fired his service weapon in anger. 
He rarely even followed the department rules of qualification each year, 
convinced his chances were so rare as to ever have to actually fire his 
weapon in the line of duty, that he did everything possible to skip or 
defer or deter his qualification. Now in the middle of a parking lot of a 
state hospital in freezing weather in Lincoln, Nebraska, of all places, he 
found himself attempting to remember the combat stance as he yelled, 
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“Federal Agent,” to the Jeep as it backed from its parking slot and started 
forward, oblivious to Liam and his shouting, As Liam’s anger grew, his 
command of the Queen's English diminished and he was reduced to 
screaming curses as the Jeep sped forward slinging mud and slush. Liam 
emptied his Colt Detective Special, sending all six .38 rounds at the Jeep. 
He saw evidence of one strike in the mud covered rear window and the 
clink of metal in the driver’s door meant a slug entered and hopefully 
found a leg. 

The Jeep didn't stop. Liam looked down at his right hand and the 
smoking gun. Odd, he thought, he always believed that smoking gun 
term was something only lawyers used. It really did smoke. Probably 
the heat of the barrel and the cold air, he rationalized. It didn’t really 
smoke. But he didn’t know. The only thing he knew for sure was rage. 
He glanced at the detective who lay still in the roadway, and back at the 
rear of the fleeing Jeep. He cursed out loud again and then ran to the 
still form of Detective Tucker who was lying in a pile of plowed snow at 
the parking lot curb, face down and not moving. 

Liam knelt beside the still form and gently took Tucker's shoulder and 
turned him over. His eyes were open and his breathing was shallow. He 
winced in pain as Liam started running his hands over the overcoat. 

“Well, will you look at yourself, lad? Why did you have to go and get 
shot and bleed over God's snow? Was it Rachel? She seemed too tall. 
But if it was, I don’t think she fancies you at this time. Come on, I need 
to know, I've got to call it in. Was it Rachel, lad, who shot you?” 

“T don’t know,” Tucker said, with a grimace. “It hurts, Liam. Oh, it 
hurts. Am I going to die?” he worried out loud. 

Liam gently opened Tucker's overcoat and saw blood pooling, low at 
the belt and spreading across the stomach. “I don’t know boy, maybe. If 
you were a Viking, we could tell sure enough.” 

“What? If I was a Viking? What in the hell...” 

“Just lie still, son, let me call an ambulance and see if the local 
gendarmes can mount a successful block to your girlfriend's escape.” 

Liam removed his cell phone, stood and walked a few feet away and 


dialed 911, hoping the cell changes would get him Lincoln, Nebraska 
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and not Indianapolis. It worked, he mused when the 911 operator for 
Lincoln finally came on the line. Liam gave them the details and the 
request for an ambulance and then knelt beside the junior detective. 

“Keep still, Junior, help is on the way. Even though we don't have 
any onion soup for you to drink, I think you'll live. You may not be the 
Tango King for a spell, but I think you ll live.” 

“Okay, Liam,” Tucker moaned, “but what do you mean, onion 
soup?” 

“Well, when the Vikings took a sword or spear or broad ax or 
whatever in the stomach, their women fed them onion soup. If they 
could smell the onions through their wounds, they would declare that 
the wounded Viking had the onion sickness and he would die. I'm not 
sure if he died because of the wounds or because some old witch scared 
him to death. But if you think about it...although, maybe it’s something 
you shouldn't dwell on at the time. Just be still and rest, we'll see if the 
locals can locate your girlfriend.” 

Liam opened Tucker's shirt and pressed his hand over the two bullet 
holes. Damn, he thought, they weren't two inches apart. “She's one hell 
of a shot, our Rachel,’ he mused. 

While the paramedics worked on Detective Tucker, the local police 
were going over everything with Liam. They were somewhat miffed 
that Liam emptied his service revolver at the fleeting Jeep. They seemed 
to think he might have been endangering the local populace. Liam 
expressed his displeasure that they were following that particular line 
of thought and suggested rather strongly that they attempt to locate the 
fleeing Jeep rather than discuss field tactics with him. As the EMT's 
loaded the limp form of Detective Tucker into the ambulance, a white 
coated figure ran out of the door of the building nearest the officers 
yelling that someone else had been shot. The two patrolmen and the one 


city detective along with Liam ran towards the screaming figure. 


CHAPTER SIXTY-FOUR 


Another long day and another round of Chinese food. Those already 
in place voted for the latter, leaving Tanner and Erwin at their mercy. 
Damn delay, Tanner thought. They had spent four hours in the O'Hare 
terminal before finally boarding and heading for DC, arriving late that 
afternoon. 

She absentmindedly poked at her food in its carton while 
halfheartedly listening to a communications satellite expert drone on 
and explain a flow chart on how a satellite worked. She looked pleadingly 
at the Gnome, hoping he was processing the information. Instead, he 
looked as lost in thought as she. Giving it the college try, they tried to 
concentrate on what their guest was saying. 

“Thank you, Mr. Williams,” Tanner offered. “But we're most 
concerned about how someone would be able to intercept, realign and 
manipulate a series of satellites so that they would shut down for one 
hour in each time zone. We need to understand how they gain access to 
compromise a global positioning system. How does somebody do that?” 
she asked to the point. 

He didn’t have time to answer before she was questioning him on 
GPS. Mr. Williams, she realized was like Erwin, too smart for his own 
good, but unlike the Gnome, he knew it and didn’t mind showing it. 
However, Tanner did mind, and she wasn’t in the mood for long, tedious 


explanations. She wanted it quick and dirty. 
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“Would you give me the first grader version of what GPS is and what 
it does, please?” she asked with a directness that she hoped he recognized 
as getting to the plain, simple point. “T know the basics; I just need the 
slight upgrades, if that makes any sense.” 

Even though Williams wasn’t in her section, her quick-to-timber 
temperament preceded her, and with that in mind, he carefully chose his 
words in explaining GPS. “There are two types; Military and civilian. 
GPS allows land, sea and airborne users to determine three dimensional 
position, velocity and time. Real time. Military, or PPS, is used to 
support land, sea and air navigation, as well as mapping, surveying, 
vehicle location, search and rescue and aerial refueling. Civilian, or SPS, 
supports entities such as law enforcement, fishermen, farmers, trucking, 
air traffic control and even golf courses,” he concluded as he quickly sat 
down, thinking he was through. 

Tanner lifted her gaze up from her notepad and stared at his nervous 
face, indicating he wasn't. “How?” 

As quickly as he sat, he stood. “Three segments; Space, control and 
user. Space consists of several satellites in circular orbit at a precise 
inclination. They continuously broadcast position and time to the 
user. The control is a master station with monitor stations and ground 
antennas located throughout the world. The monitor stations track 
satellites and collect the information. They send the information to the 
master control, Master control computes precise satellite orbit. Updated 
information is transmitted to each satellite through ground antennas, 
using an S-band. The user segment consists of receivers, antennas and 
control display units. GPS is based upon satellite ranging. Users figure 
the positions by measuring distance from a group of satellites in space. 
Receivers measure time delay and measurements from four satellites are 
processed to solve three dimensions of position, velocity and time.” He 
finished and wasn’t sure whether to sit or stand. He sat. 

“Okay,” Tanner said, lost in thought. “Let's concentrate on air traffic 
control, and how GPS is utilized. How does someone get access to a 
specific GPS satellite?” 
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“If you have codes, and are a gifted hacker, no system is safe,” Erwin 
volunteered. 

Tanner smiled to herself; when would she learn the only person she 
needed for information was Erwin. “Thank you, Erwin. Mr. Williams 
you may leave and have a life outside of this room tonight. Thank you.” 

He was literally out the door before she said thank you. At that 
moment, uncontrollable laughter filled the room. As unprofessional as 
it was, it was needed. 

“We're terrible,” she admitted. 

“No we're not. We're exhausted, and laughing is a common symptom,” 
Erwin rationalized. 

“That is such bullshit! But I like it,” she concurred, then thought for 
a moment before implying, “So, our buddy knows how to hack, but more 
horrific, he has codes.” 

“Most definitely.” 

“And a premiere hacking organization is NSA. Correct?” She didn't 
wait for his afirmation. “What more have you learned about the section 
leader, Mr. Riley Harrington, III?” 

“Outside of his enormous wealth?” 

“And where did that come from?” 

“Family.” 

“Damn. Are we sure? I so want to rattle his chain.” 

He tossed a paper her way. She read it and smiled, knowing someone's 


chain was about to be yanked. 


CHAPTER SIXTY-FIVE 


“Oh, he was here. The good father is not confirming it, but he was here. 
Hell, everyone's been here. This place has seen more supplicants than a 
politician's breakfast,” Liam confirmed into the receiver of the payphone 
as he stirred his coffee. 

“What? Oh, the boy will survive; Ill grace his presence in the morn. 
Tucker, The Younger, is a hardy lad; it will take more than a couple of 
.22’s in the gullet to see him off. I spoke with his father, who is on his way 
to Lincoln. Fortunate, that in one way, the .22’s, I mean, The Younger 
as I call him, was wearing a good heavy overcoat, loose fitting, too, and 
I think it may have been flapping as he ran towards the rather unusual 
woman. I think the heavy overcoat diffused most of the velocity. Shock 
more than anything. He wasn't bleeding enough. .22’s are nasty little 
things. Come apart...slivers of lead go everywhere. But I think The 
Younger's coat did the trick, for him, anyway.” 

“No, I don't, didn’t then, and still don't now,” Liam replied and picked 
up his coffee cup and motioned to the waitress who was passing, signaling 
for additional brew. “Of course at the flash of it all it appeared to be her, 
your Rachel; blonde, well dressed. But the more I thought...the more I 
ran it through my mind's eye; she was tall and her strides too...uh, manly, 
if you will. Not enough swish and sway for my tastes. In fact, I think 
if it was actually a woman, she must play for the WNBA. And the last 
part, which you could easily check, this woman was a crack shot...What? 
No, not basketball. She fired twice while walking, almost running. Did 
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not break stride, just pulled the gun from her purse, fired twice and then 
replaced it in her purse. The shots that struck The Younger weren't two 
inches apart. Hell of a marksman. You could check...with records, 
did Rachel ever qualify with a weapon? If she did, what was her score? 
This person, whomever, is one hell of a shot.” He paused as the waitress 
poured fresh coffee in his mug and listened to Tanner as she continued 
her request for important clues into the debacle they had both been 
chasing. 

“I'm not sure,’ Liam replied, “I’m just outside of Waterloo, Iowa. I 
must find a city somewhere with an airport. Yes, I'll just leave the car 
rental, it's not my budget... Now, don't get snippy, it is not becoming. 
Our good uncle can afford it. Maybe next year he will buy one less B-1, 
you know the money he wastes...right you are. I shall not go down that 
road, this phone may be bugged. No, it’s a pay phone with which I am 
addressing you. My cell phone died some two hundred miles ago. I don't 
remember...it’s been a very long day, Tanner; I’m not sure, even, where I 
am other than I am sitting in a booth normally occupied by rather large 
trucker people. I’m wearing one of my better suits, which is causing 
much consternation among the local populace, but I’m too tired to care 
at this point. And speaking of points, just where in the world are you? 
And where do you want me next? Somewhere urban, I pray. I have just 
about had it with this bucolic wonderland. I need to see a building taller 
than two stories.” 

Liam pulled the phone from his ear and stared at it for a moment, 
placed it back on his shoulder and braced it with his head as he took 
his notebook from the inside pocket of his suit jacket. He placed the 
notebook on the table and sipped more coffee, listening to Tanner as she 
reeled off his next assignment. He sighed loudly enough to make a minor 
protest. It did no good, Tanner continued. 

“Okay, let me see if I got this straight; you want me to stay here?” he 
asked in his most sincere incredulous tone. “Yes...I'm tired. And you're 
not? I’m not getting snippy. All right, I'll get some rest...I know, when 
I'm dead. Back to Chicago and the Colonel’s fine coffee? Done. You 


are a hard taskmaster, my Tanner. Are you sure you were never a drill 
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sergeant? Maybe in another life,” he rambled on. “No? Well, it was a 
thought. It might take some time to get to Chicago; the weather is the 
least of our worries. There isn't an airport with service anywhere but 
Old McDonald’s farm, around here. I'll drive back to Des Moines in the 
morning,” he said with more than a little sarcasm. He was tired. He had 
been on the road too long, too many nights in beds other than his own, 
and alone, to boot. Too many roadside meals and too much bad coffee, 
he thought, as he looked at the bottom of his cup and wondered when 


he would see the end of this case. Soon, he hoped. 


CHAPTER SIXTY-SIX 


The drive to Riley Harrington, III's crib, as Liam liked to refer to them, 
was conveniently on the way to her own. That was also a burden. She 
didn't like being that close; especially to evil. 

Though she wasn't far from the office, the trafic made the drive 
long, and more often than not, tedious, She used the snarl to rehash the 
information the Gnome had gathered on Harrington and his existence at 
the NSA, or as Liam called them; Nuts, Screwballs and Assholes. She 
liked his version better. 

Erwin was right about his wealth; it came from his family. An only 
child can inherit much. Tanner knew this all too well. And like herself, 
Harrington was afforded an elite education where he graduated with 
honors in mathematics. He was a natural for the egghead environment 
of the NSA. 

She pondered what type of personality it took to work there. One 
had to be secretive or at the least a good liar. Organized, with attention 
to detail. Better yet, anal retentive. Intelligent or more to the point, 
cunning. From her only encounter with Riley Harrington, II, he was 
all of those and certainly the most important; he lacked a conscience. He 
and his henchman, Richard Padgett or Robert Patterson, or whatever 
the hell his name was, fit the perfect profile for working at the NSA. 

She was punchy and temperamental, and they were rearing their 
ugly heads at the wrong time, she thought. Thankfully traffic eased 


along at a steady pace and she pulled into Harrington's well maintained 
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neighborhood. Since the streets were clean and devoid of any snow, 
she parked a few houses away and walked in thé brisk winter air. If 
she thought the air outside was chilly, she was in for a surprise at 
Harrington’. 

With forced politeness, he opened his door to her. “Yes?” 

“Mr. Harrington?” she asked, knowing he was, identified herself only 
with her badge and ID, 

“Oh, Agent Shea. What has it been? Several years, I'm sure, since 
we last saw each other,” he offered. 

“We've only met once, Mr. Harrington. May I come in? I have some 
questions regarding Rachel Shepard.” 

“Another diplomat?” he asked as he gave way and allowed her 
entry. 

“No. Robert Patterson.” 

“I'm sorry, who?” he asked and lead them into the adjoining parlor. 

Tanner could feel the tip of her nose getting colder as her blood 
boiled with furious anticipation. “Or maybe, Richard Padgett to you.” 

“T'm sorry, I know neither.” 

“You know both; they're one in the same. You helped create Robert 
from Richard. Let me keep it simple for you. Before you invented 
Robert he was Richard Issac Padgett from bum-fuck Nebraska. A 
Special Forces operative in the service. He came to your attention at 
the NSA and under your tutelage he specialized in code-making and 
code-breaking, as well as hacking. That was your specialty, right?” She 
forced his hand. 

“I have no recollection of a Robert or Richard during my tenure at 
the NSA. Look it up in my file, everyone under my charge is listed,” he 
coolly defended. 

“You and I both know, your file, as well as Richard’s, is as empty as 
your bird feeder out front. So cut the bullshit, Riley.” 

He bristled at her insulting manner and moreover her approach 
bordered on insubordination. 

She pushed the envelope further. “You may consider us country 


bumpkins in Customs, but like bumpkins, and like Richard or Robert, 
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were collectors. Not of codes, but data. For example, we know of your 
association, and I use that word delicately, with a dozen or so men 
from various governmental departments. Such as commerce, agriculture, 
defense, energy, treasury and transportation.” She paused and allowed 
the information to seep into his rotten brain, then she stepped closer and 
whispered, “I even know what size boxers you wear.” 

He stepped back, unnerved by her unhealthy intrusion into his 
space. 

“In Robert tipping his hand, it was your fingerprint that showed 
up.’ She moved to the door and gave him the once over. “Size small, red 
hearts,” she said with a wink as she opened the door. “We'll be seeing 
you, Riley.” She walked with purpose, and by his shocked expression, 
she definitely knew his chain had been yanked. 

As exhausted as she was, her powers of observation were still keen, 
and upon entering her car she placed a phone call to a unit she had 
watching Harrington's place. 

Andrei didn't know what hit him as Tanner drove by his nondescript 
sedan and sweetly waved, giving him her patented dimpled smile. He 
smiled back. Only to have it fade as two agents positioned themselves 
on either side of his car. 

One tapped the driver's side window. “Good evening, Mr. Savov.’ 

He swiveled his head around just in time to see the same dimples of 
earlier bearing down on him. 

“Good evening, Andrei,” Tanner said again. “Would you mind 
stepping out of the car, please?” 

Though he boisterously opened the door, trepidation was in his every 
move as he stepped away from his car. “What is this all about?” he asked 
in his best broken English. 

“Stalking,” Tanner replied. 

His curious frown told her he didn’t understand. “Stalking?” he 
repeated. 

“Tt means you've been following me,” she answered. “I want to know 
why. 


“I have no idea of what you speak.” 
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“Yes, you do,” she chided. “Why were you in Indianapolis? Why are 
you here tonight? And why aren't you in Richmond with the exhibit?” 

The barrage of questions left him speechless, and just as well. He 
held his tongue as Tanner walked away with one of the agents. Her 
words were hushed and he was frustrated that he couldn't hear her 
instructions, 

“What are we to do with him?” the agent asked, looking over his 
shoulder at the blocky Bulgarian. 

“Take him to the office and get his life story, If he isn't willing to 
share, get it anyway. I don’t want him using the telephone. No outside 
contact. Even if he bitches, gripes and complains. Understood?” 

“Perfectly.” 

“He has a friend. Probably his boss, Vassily Shishkova. Their 
front has been using art, more specifically Faberge items, to transfer 
contraband. I'll contact Dugger in Richmond and have Shishkova picked 
up. Though I doubt we'll find him. This clown will probably cry foul and 
diplomatic immunity, which he'll probably receive, but in the meantime, 


let's have some fun,” she concluded. Yes, she was definitely punchy. 


It had been a long day, and it was about to get longer as Tanner listened 
to her voice mail at home. The message was from her mother, and true 
to Sophie form, it was short and sweet. Damn pitcher, she thought to 
herself as she packed for Indy. 

Her phone rang as she stuffed clothing into an overnight bag. “Yes?” 
she answered tersely. 

Hearing the tension in her tone, Drew tried a lighter approach. “Well 
who licked the red off of your lollipop?” He waited for her to comment, 
but she didn't. So he got down to business. “I’m returning your call. I’m 
sorry I haven't called sooner.” 

“Yeah,” she absentmindedly replied. “I don’t suppose you've seen 
Shishkova?” she asked, getting to the point. 

“Not my day to watch him. But come to think of it, he hasn’t been 
around to watch. What's wrong?” 

“Can you recall the last time you saw him?” 
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“Honestly? No.” he answered, not willing to give a flimsy excuse. 
“What's wrong?” he asked again. 

“Nothing, really. Just a blip on the communications map, that’s all,” 
she answered as vaguely as possible. “How’s the new job?” 

“Busy. What's wrong?” he pressed. 

“I don't know you well enough to discuss it,” she answered with 
honesty. “I’m sorry.” 

“That's okay. I understand.” Not really, but he was willing to give 
her the professional courtesy she desired, and deserved. 

“Suffice to say, he’s done something bad, and before I headed home, 
I wanted to give him the opportunity to give his side of the story. He'll 
turn up somewhere,” she said, knowing full well it wouldn't be anywhere 
accessible to her or the agency. 

“I thought you weren't due home until next week?” he questioned, 
implying her sooner-than-expected return home had something to do 
with Shishkova and his bad behavior. 

“Plans change.” 

“Tell your mother I said hello, and happy holidays.” He passed along 
the greetings, hoping he would be there in person to do so. Maybe sooner 
than later, he thought. 


CHAPTER SIXTY-SEVEN 


Riley Harrington, III stood on the bridge of Hadrian’s Wall, his 150’ 
Choy Lee yacht, drinking coffee laced with cognac as it skimmed through 
the pale blue water at dusk. Two Panamanians worked quickly but 
silently as they prepared the large motor yacht for a night running. All 
lights checked, lines secured, and the Zodiac runabout's 50-horse power 
Johnson engine started and run for five minutes. The Zodiac's fuel cell 
was then topped off and its ties secured within the davit. The skipper, 
a retired Chevron Master, who had sailed the Caribbean Sea for forty 
years, watched the two crewmen with a bored resignation. He and two- 
man crew had flown to DC on work visas arranged by a shipping agent 
out of Belize to whom he sold his expertise and his Ticket, any vessel 
any tonnage. The Captain made a slight course correction as he nosed 
the yacht away from known shipping lanes. While Hadrian’s Wall was 
equipped with every piece of modern navigation, some tankers were 
not. They were too old, too rusty and the owners too broke to fit their 
ships with anything other than the absolute minimum of electronics, 
particularly in an age where modern electronic and navigational aids 
might actually cost more than the bucket of rust they owned. They 
allowed their ships to steam through any weather almost longing, it 
seemed that storm, age and or fate would allow them to recover their 
investment with a substantial profit. Paid of course, from Lloyds or some 


other carrier foolish enough to insure a pre-war rust bucket. 
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“Seventeen hours, if we are lucky. Who will know if we are not? 
The forecast looks good for the rest of the trip,” the Captain said as he 
finished his course change. “Not bad for a toy, this Choy Lee of yours, 
five days. Could have made it in three on a straight run, nearly twenty-six 
hundred miles, but it's not good idea to run new diesels full out for long, 
They are like, women, no? You need to stroke them gently at first, eh?” 

Riley bristled with the captain's reference to his yacht as a toy. He 
placed the heavy ceramic coffee cup, with his hand painted family crest, 
on the mahogany fold out writing desk and added more cognac. He 
turned to watch the hired captain complete the course change and reset 
the autopilot. “This toy, as you call it, cost more and is worth more than 
most countries where you plied your trade in your coastal tankers. This 
ship has more navigational and communication capability than most 
third world navies you seem to be dodging, not to mention the fact it 
can sail six thousand miles without a thought towards fuel. It will sleep 
twelve comfortably, plus a crew of six. This toy, as you call it, and your 
agent, with whom you contracted will pay you more then you have earned 
in the last few years, no, my captain?” 

“Yes, you are right, Mr. Riley. I meant no disrespect to the ship, 
only to the fact that you seem to have too much time on your hands 
and maybe money, too. Why would you want to make this trip? You 
could have flown to Caracas and met the ship. I have taken many yachts 
across the South Atlantic and through the Caribbean Sea to many and 
various islands over the last few years. They, these rich Americanos, with 
their big toys, never wanted to actually sail, just float around in the sun 
a bit...show off their toys to the others in the marinas and basins. They 
would stay a few weeks and fly home and I would sail their toy back to 
wherever it came, but the pay is good, the food excellent if I have hired 
the right man, and usually there are ladies. You bring no ladies, why is 
that Mr. Riley? Why no ladies, no friends to pat your back and say what 
a great fellow you are? Why, I ask myself, are we taking this beautiful 
toy so far from home?” 

Riley did not reply. There was really nothing he wanted to tell the 


pirate who masqueraded as a captain for hire. The agent in Belize had 


380 | Lori Evans 


warned against this adventure as he called it, saying there were not many 
you could trust with silence. Sure he said, competent crews and quality 
captains were available, but reports would be required, forms completed 
in different ports. But to disappear...to sail from DC into the Atlantic 
and go no place forever, that took altogether a different breed of captain 
and crew, the agent reminded him. Well, Riley felt he was capable of 
handling the situation. He could, after all, navigate quite well on his 
own. It was the shipping lanes that bothered him. He could, he knew, 
make the trip alone. It would be slow, but it could be done. The ship 
could sail around the world; the trip to the islands off Venezuela was a 
piece of cake for the ship. However, certain comfort was required and 
therefore a captain and crew were necessary evil. The crew's silence was 
not an issue, and his safety was never really an issue, the agent in Belize 
told him, this captain, the agent continued to assure him, would only 
hire good people. Well, good people or not the door on his cabin was 
always locked during the night and when above deck, his Walther .32 
was a constant companion. 

“You are right, Captain, I bring no ladies as you put it, but there will 
be time once we arrive. Once you and your crew have safely returned 
to the rock from under which you crawled, there will be time for 
companionship. It has been some time and now...well let me just say, 
it’s none of your business. Now, why don't you check with Anselmo and 
discover what he will favor us with tonight. I don’t know where you 
found your crew, but Anselmo is an excellent cook. A crook perhaps, a 
pirate for sure, but he is a great cook. My compliments, sir.” 

The captain nodded to Riley, “The autopilot is set. We are out of the 
shipping lanes. There is nothing for me to do at present. Fortunately we 
do not require a constant vigil. If anything comes within fifty miles of 
stern or bow, the alarm will sound. Yes, I think I will see what Anselmo 
will be offering tonight. Until later, Mr. Riley.” 

Riley added coffee to his heavy mug and continued his gaze into 
the soft light of dusk. The captain had been right. He should have 
flown to Caracas, but that required too much work, additional identities, 


false visas, and the infernal air travel. There was always a trail with air 
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travel. With his ship there was not trail. Hadrian’s Wall had been his 
father’s, purchased in the eighties, right before his death. His father’s 
last fling, his last battle against death, he thought. His battle against 
the raising tide against his beloved Eastern Liberalism, thus the name 
Hadrian's Wall, a fortification against the barbaric onslaught his father 
had envisioned. Well, it hadn't worked, the Eastern Intellegencia was 
still under attack and his father was dead and now Riley had sufficient 
money, even with the one million retrofit of the craft in the late nineties, 
to live the life of a prince on any island in the world. The finest of every 
navigational aid, new engines, new everything had been added, replaced 
or repaired. When he had brought the boat from Newport to the boat 
basin in DC, he did it with vacations in mind. Maybe in the back of his 
mind, this day would come, but he never let it come to the forefront, until 
everything seemed to fall apart internationally. Those damned Russians, 
it was their fault. If they had possessed a backbone, he would not have 
endured the twenty-four hours of hell as they sailed from DC past the 
Carolinas. That damned storm off Hatteras had almost convinced him 
that a serious error in judgment had been made. But what was done 
was done. There was no turning back. Thirty years down the drain. 
The damned Russians, he thought. He wished Vassily a long life on the 
tundra of Siberia. 

And since passing through the storm off the Carolinas the sailing had 
been like glass. Riley felt, no, knew it was an omen; quiet and tranquility 
would follow the rest of his life. He chuckled softly as he added cognac 
to his coffee and pondered the havoc Robert must be causing everyone. 
He should have killed Robert two years ago. Most of this mess could 
have been avoided he thought. No one would have missed Robert, not 
a soul. If it were not for his sense of the perverse, he would fly back to 
the Midwest and kill him now. Letting him wreck havoc across the 
flatlands, added a bit of poetic justice, just to see Agent Shea and Robert 
together. The plodding of the gendarmes may have given him pause 
and prompted this cruise, but with Robert on the loose...well, it was a 
delicious thought. I wonder where he is...no, he thought, I don't want 


to know. Wherever he is, I’m sure there is a string of bodies baffling the 
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locals, not to mention the consternation he is causing the Chinese and 
Russians. The damned Russians, he hissed under his breath again. But 
Rachel, he thought...now there was a pleasant surprise. Her entrance 
into this comedy of errors had been a treat. She had always been of 
interest. When her husband had worked for him, he had almost...no, 
never really a serious thought, only conjecture. Maybe he would call her 
and invite her down to his new haven. No, just another idle thought. 
He was done with everything remotely related with the US. Time had 
come to move on and he was making as big of break as possible. And as 
the sun completed its departure from the horizon, Riley set his coffee 


cup on the console and sighed. 


CHAPTER SIXTY-EIGHT 


Tanner loved it that government agencies, such as the one she was 
associated with, could bum a ride particularly anywhere with any carrier 
or freight line at any time. Though with the DHL’s and Federal Expresses 
of the world, accommodations were limited, or better yet, non-existent, 
but she didn’t care, It got her to her destination, and usually on time. 

The flight engineer popped his head out of the cockpit and shouted 
to her over the noisy engines. “Comfy?” 

“Oh, yeah. Like sitting at the emergency exit,” she commented with 
a mock sarcasm as she stretched out her legs from the cargo bench. “Lots 
of leg room.” 

He waved and gave a short laugh. “We'll be in Indy in about forty 
minutes. Grab a quick nap,” he suggested just as they hit an air pocket 
that momentarily jolted the plane. “Well maybe not,” he added with a 
smile. 

Even if Tanner wanted to hide her amusement, she couldn’t. Her 
dimples betrayed her every thought, whimsical or otherwise. It was the 
otherwise that caused either great strife or embarrassment, and either 
were responsible for many a sleepless night, especially for Mrs. Shea. 
One in particular occurred during her only year as the class clown in 
high school. Called to the front of the class by Mrs. Bryant, she was 
told to wipe that smirk off of her face. Instead of just relaxing her face 
and behaving, she waved her hand over her mouth and did exactly as 


she was told and wiped that smirk away. But only for a moment, as her 
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classmates egged on her display of humor, much to the consternation 
of Mrs. Bryant. The mirth didn’t last long, as she was excused to the 
hallway, where Mrs. Bryant applied her own brand of humor; planting a 
suddenly subdued Tanner against the block wall. 

A while later, a stunned Tanner, and an even more shocked Mrs. 
Shea were conferencing with the principal, Mr. Carter. He was noting 
the number of times Tanner had been a visitor in his office in the last 
few months. A side long glance from Mrs. Shea was enough to convince 
Tanner her wild ways were about to change, or else. It didn't take more 
than that moment to know the “or else” wasn't a consideration. 

With a plan in place to alleviate Tanner's boredom, she settled into 
a routine that carried through the remainder of her high school years 
and into college, as well as her professional life. Many times she silently 
thanked her mother and Mr. Carter for their diligence, especially on 
those counts when she witnessed an out-of-control Rachel. It could have 
easily been her. 

Now she was on her way home to clean up another mess created by 
Rachel Rene Bennett. Her rehashing of the events was interrupted with 
chop as the airplane made its final descent into Indianapolis. Safely on 
the ground and out of her harness, she gathered her things and caught a 
ride to the Hertz car rental agency. 

Buckled up once again, she headed for home. With each creeping 
mile, she dreaded her encounter with Rachel. At that point, things 
looked more favorable for Rachel, but Tanner couldn't excuse Bennett's 
involvement of Mrs. Shea. That was an unacceptable risk, and Tanner 
knew, and so should have Rachel, but then again, Rachel only worried 
about Rachel, even at the risk of others. 

The closer Tanner got to home, the harder the freezing rain pelted 
the windshield of her rental, threatening to breakthrough the solace 
Tanner had created within the vehicle. She winced at the aggressive and 
never ending patter. She hadn't looked up the weather forecast before 
leaving DC, but this system was moving in quickly from the northeast, 
and the more Tanner sped up to outrun it, the more furiously it dumped 
frozen pellets, finally causing her to slow to an excruciating slow speed 
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for safety’'s sake. Just as well, for if the truth were known, she wasn't in 
the mood for a confrontation with Rachel. She glanced at the clock on 
the dash, it read 2:12 in the a.m., and at her present speed, she was still 
a long way from home. 


CHAPTER SIXTY-NINE 


After a tedious drive that was twice as long as normal, Tanner made her 
way across the covered bridge that spanned an angry Rae's Creek and up 
to her family home. She looked down the path leading to the winery and 
noticed the lights were on in the upstairs offices. Braving the stinging 
freezing rain, she walked to the old mill. 

Either it was from lack of sleep or the rain, but the wooden doors 
leading into the winery were heavy and stubbornly sticky; much like her 
mood. She yanked and tugged until she gained entry, then made her way 
to the offices via the hand powered man lift. 

Sophie Shea sat in her customary partitioned office, her as always 
perfect posture dictating her no nonsense mood. “Youre extremely late, 
and you could've phoned,” she called out to an approaching Tanner. 

“It’s called shitty weather,” Tanner defended. 

“Um, like your shitty mood?” Sophie shot back, looking over her 
readers at her obviously exhausted daughter. 

“Touché,” Tanner weakly sparred. 

“Well, I don’t have to tell you who is anxious to see you. Midge 
will be delighted you're home,” Sophie commented as she went back to 
flipping through a monthly periodical on wineries. 

“And Rachel?” 

“Her, too. But first, get some sleep. You look terrible,” Sophie said, 


never one to mince words. 
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Sensing the conversation was over; Tanner lifted her heavy self out 
off the corner of the desk and headed for the lift. 

“She's in the guesthouse,” Sophie offered to her retreating back. 

A lethargic wave was Tanner's only response as she braved the 
inclement weather and Rachel. 

Through a fuzzy slumber, Rachel squinted her eyes and tuned her ear 
toward the sound at the front door of the guesthouse. Wrapping herself 
in the comforter from the bed, she made her way to the increasingly 
louder and impatient knocking. “All right,” she said in a horse voice. 
“Hold your horses.” 

“Tl do no such thing,” Tanner replied with little patience. “Open 
up, Rachel. It’s cold and I’m tired.” 

The door swung open to reveal a mirrored image of Tanner; a tired, 
solemn Rachel. If Rachel could have seen herself, she wouldn’t have 
opened the door to anyone before doing a little touch up. 

“You look like shit,” , Tanner commented as she walked into the little 
cottage. “It’s freezing in here.” 

“Yeah, the furnace quit last night, and I didn’t have the heart to tell 
your mother.” 

“More like the guts,” Tanner corrected. 

“Yeah, that too.” 

“Get your things and let's go to the house,” Tanner instructed as she 
examined the arsenal Rachel had brought with her, “but you can leave 
these. Sophie’s not exactly keen on those kinds of accessories.” 

“What are you packing?” Rachel asked as she shagged into her coat 
and grabbed her duffel bag. 

“The usual. My excuse is my job. Ready?” 

After securing Rachel’s arsenal, they trudged to the main house 
and settled in the kitchen with a steaming cup of coffee and an attentive 
Midge. Woo-wooing at every opportunity, Midge was only happy after 
she had garnished enough praise and was lifted onto Tanner's lap. Only 
then did she settle down and let the two women visit. 

“She is so cute,” Rachel admitted, even though she preferred the no- 


nonsense manner of cats. 
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“She's a pest,” Tanner teased as she rubbed Midge's curly ears. “Much 
like Robert. What do you know of him?” 

“Outside of the fact that he likes to dress up like me and maim his 
little brother? Like I told you in Indy, not much. He was presented to 
me at A.S.S., and after that, weird things started to happen. We mostly 
set up security systems. The show in Indy was our first show together; 
otherwise we did separate duties at the same accounts. That's where all 
of the odd things happened.” 

“Like what?” Tanner asked, not willing to let Rachel know that 
Robert, posing as Rachel, had indeed killed the cherub. 

“Oh, I don’t know. When traveling, my clothes would be rearranged. 
One night, I woke up startled, and I could have sworn someone was 
or had been in my room. I don't know,” she sighed again, rubbing her 
aching brow. “I felt like I had black cloud following me around. I can't 
explain it.” 

“Then you did your little breaking and entering thing and found the 
black cloud and so much more,” Tanner said, alluding to the Faberge 
Egg. 

“Yeah, speaking of,” Rachel said pulling open her duffel bag, she 
gladly handed over the Faberge Steel Military Egg. “Here, take this, 
please,” she said, as if it were Rodney Dangerfield’s mother-in-law. 

“What else do you have?” Tanner asked, accepting the Egg. 

Rachel rummaged some more and pulled out several ID's and 
passports, all reflecting her image and name. She handed them to 
Tanner. “I'm sorry I involved your mother. I know how you feel about 
that, and, well, I didn’t know where else to turn. I certainly couldn't go to 
mine. Though your mother has done a pretty good impression of mine; 
stern and more stern,” she joked. 

Tanner smiled. Good for Sophie, she thought. “Why would Robert 
pick you?” 

“T don't know. Do I look that vulnerable? Since you have a big white 
box at your disposal, you tell me.” 

“Did you ever meet Riley Harrington, III?” 
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“Oh, yeah. As a matter of fact, I saw him in Indianapolis during all 
of this. Why?” 

God, she was so blonde, Tanner thought. “Think about it.” She 
watched the proverbial light bulb go on as Rachel recalled her meeting of 
and with Riley Harrington, III. “You know, he was Gary’s supervisor at 
the NSA. He was the one that instructed Gary to divorce me, or lose the 
ability to move up in the department. I was a liability,’ she choked out. 

Tanner became as uncomfortable as Rachel during her recall, because 
she remembered those days of wine and ammo. Tanner wasn't exactly 
a saint, but she was never reckless on the job like Rachel. That was 
Rachel's downfall in the Service. The upper echelon didn’t care about 
her personal traipsing around. If the truth were known, they secretly 
admired her carefree ways. They reveled in her escapades. She was great 
water cooler material. It gave them a respite from their straight-laced, 
mundane lives, and at the expense of Rachel’s dignity and reputation. 

“What's Harrington got to do with this mess?” Rachel asked, feeling 
less sorry for herself and more interested in Tanner's findings. 

“A partial print belonging, we think, to Harrington showed up on a 
negative of you with and two unidentified man. Of course, Harrington is 
denying any involvement with Robert or Richard or whatever the hell his 
name is, but we suspect Robert was created by Harrington. A number of 
governmental employees from different departments and agencies have 
died mysteriously as well as several art and antique dealers. Your Mr. 
Pickett being one of them. What hasn't been in your favor is the fact 
that most of these dealers were killed in and around the time you were 
in their neighborhoods for shows, security checks, et cetera. By the way, 
do you remember the men in the picture?” 

Rachel recalled the photos and the men. “I believe one was Patrick 
Stone and his acquaintance, Richard somebody. Why take things?” 
Rachel asked, diverting her attention to the Steel Military Egg. 

“Trophies? A way of feathering his nest? But since he’s one sick son- 
of-a-bitch, who knows? What about the Colonel? Does he have any ties 
to Robert or Harrington?” 


“You can answer that better than I.” 
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“Probably so, but I'm really tired and so are you. How did you get 
here?” 

“TR-6,” she answered, then quickly added, “A stolen TR-6.” 

“And where is that vehicle?” 

“Tm not sure. Your mother mentioned something about Richard 
taking it back to Chicago and getting my Jeep. But with the weather...” 
she trailed off not really interested in the whereabouts of the TR-6. 

The information registered with Tanner, but at the moment she 
didn't care. Putting Midge down, she motioned for Rachel to follow, 
and they proceeded to warm comfortable rooms and the promise of 


deep slumber. 


CHAPTER SEVENTY 


The plane slammed down on the runway and jolted Liam to fully alert 
status. His aching bones and throbbing head were momentarily adjusted 
to the norm with the rough landing, The flight from Iowa had been 
choppy and uneven at best, with his beloved coffee sloshing to and fro, 
more fro than anything. He continually sopped it up with the tiniest 
of napkins during the bumpy flight. He didn’t even bother with the 
package of roasted almonds; his thoughts were elsewhere, mostly with 
the haphazard detective from Indianapolis. The boy had to find another 
line of work, he thought. He wasn’t cut out to detect; beautiful women, 
yes, more than that was a stretch for his blondeness. 

Liam hoisted his heavy self out of the seat, yanked his overnight bag 
out of the overhead compartment and headed down the cramped aisle 
to the main terminal. He checked baggage and found that his had yet to 
arrive; just enough time to rent a car, buy a decent cup of brew anda map 
that would lead him to the Promised Land: Willow Pond Winery. 

In truth, Liam didn’t know if he was coming or going. He had no 
sooner made arrangements for Chicago, when he received an urgent call 
from Tanner. Explaining her message from her mother, cut short any 
plans for Liam's return to Chicago, or even for a restful night's sleep, 
and every hour on the hour, he tossed and turned and checked the slow 
moving clock until he was ready to get up and face the day. 

That part of the morning had gone smoothly, much more so than 


the flight set for Evansville, Indiana. It was cancelled, due to inclement 
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weather, so he was diverted to Louisville, Kentucky. The storm system 
raging in Indiana was stubbornly sticking to the southern edges, just 
north of the mighty Ohio River, and moving at an agonizing pace. It 
would be some time before he arrived in Trinity Springs and a rendezvous 
with his boss and one elusive Ms. Bennett. Liam remembered his late 
night convetsation with Tanner and her instructions, “What? Just where 
the hell is Trinity Springs? A map? How kind of you to send mea map. 
Maybe some breadcrumbs, too? Has anyone ever told you that you have 
any evil streak, Tanner? I'll call you when I reach Eville,” he told her. 
“And, thank you, my Tannie. I'll dance at your wedding for this,” he 
threatened with a smile, then hung up. 

It seemed like forever ago that he had talked with her concerning 
Rachel, Robert and the demise of Rodney, Robert's beloved brother. 
Just a little while more and he would meet part of the reason for Robert's 
bloody path through the Midwest; Rachel. 

Fully armed, he splurged on the rental and got one with a fancy 
GPS system. Now he was assured of finding Willow Pond Winery. He 
loaded the rental and headed out on I-64 West toward the little winery. 
But almost immediately he was snarled by traffic and mother nature. 
The ice storm was wrecking havoc in more ways than one. He accepted 
the fact that he was going to sit in traffic for a while, so he just relaxed. 
Perhaps the first time in days. He didn’t even bother to use the cell phone 
provided by the rental company and call Tanner to let her know he was 
on his way. She'd know soon enough. Let her rest. 

Tanner awoke to the pitter patter of little toe nails on the hardwood 
floor and to the insistent woo-wooing of Midge. What Midge wanted, 
Midge got. 

Tanner rolled over and stared at the under slung sweetness of Midge’s 
jaw and the little teeth that poked out from black lips. “What?” Tanner 
asked with mock irritation. 

A prolonged woooo was Midge’s response. She raced to the doorway, 
sweet brown eyes beckoning her owner to follow. 

"All right. But you have to wait. I have to pee. Probably, so do 


you!” 
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After finishing up in the bathroom, Midge led Tanner to Rachel’s 
room. She danced and lightly scratched the door, encouraging another 
sleepy head to get up. After all, it was playtime. 

Rachel felt like O’Hare at times; fogged in as she opened the door 
to find a poised Tanner ready to knock. Midge immediately greeted her 
to the afternoon. “What time is it?” Rachel managed. 

“T don't know, three or so,” Tanner replied. “I haven't looked out, 
but I can tell you, it’s not good. We'll be here a few days with this storm 
system.” 

“That's not so bad, is it?” 

“No, since you left an electronic swatch the width of Texas, we'll 
at least have some time to allow for more little pitchers with big ears,” 
Tanner commented, while making her way to the stairway. “See you 
downstairs. Come on, Midge.” 

Tanner fixed herself a cup of her favorite coffee, General Foods 
International French Vanilla Nut, much to the chagrin of her partner 
and coffee connoisseur, Mr. Collins. Touring the house, she enjoyed her 
mother's decorating sense when it came to the holidays; pretty and well 
placed. Like Sophie. 

She glanced out the front window and saw the willows around the 
pond were in a struggling bow against nature as the thick coat of ice 
encapsulated their branches and forced them to bend farther than they 
were intended or even wanted to. Walking back to the kitchen she 
spotted Rachel mulling over the several cans of International Coffees. 
“Try the French Vanilla, it’s great,” she suggested while taking a seat at 
the breakfast table and looking out at the back of the property and a 
rambling Rae's Creek. 

“Thanks,” Rachel said as she made a cup of Orange Cappuccino. 
“What's on the agenda?” she asked as she poured the hot water and made 
instant coffee. Something she knew all too well about. Everything was 
instant in Rachel’s life these days, including love. She sat at the table 
with Tanner and took a dainty sip of her coffee. 
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Tanner admired her quiet beauty and wondered why Rachel's actions 
in life couldn't reflect her natural appeal. “Want to go to the winery for 
a while?” 

“Yeah. Are you sure Sophie won't mind?” 

“Tough if she does,” Tanner replied with a wink. “Meet you down 
here in a half an hour,” she said as she got up and headed upstairs and a 
hot shower. 

“Okay,” Rachel agreed as she stared at an expectant Midge. “What 
do you want?” she asked and picked up the furry little dog and was 
greeted with kisses. “Oh,” she replied with surprise. “Think anyone 
would miss you if I took you home?” She knew the answer to that. 
Too bad people didn’t feel the same about each other as they did about 
animals, she thought. 

Around four in the afternoon, Tanner and Rachel braved the snow 
flurries that had arrived on the scene during the last half an hour. If 
the temperature stayed where it was, there indeed would be a white 
Christmas. 

The doors to the winery were being stubborn and Tanner took out 
her aggression in opening them. Rachel winced at her demonstrative 
entry. 

“Hope Sophie didn’t see that display,” Rachel chided. 

“T hope she did,” Tanner remarked with dimpled charm. 

Upon entering there was Sophie, and her thin-lipped expression told 
them she had witnessed Tanner's impatience with the heavy door. “You 
know that expression, you break it, and you pay for it. Same applies 
here,” she dually noted to her embarrassed daughter. 

“Need any help?” Tanner quickly sought out her mother’s good 
side. 

“No. We're calling it a day. Everyone that braved the weather to 
work, I've sent home. They shouldn't have come in to begin with, it’s 
too nasty. Want anything special for dinner?” Sophie called over her 
shoulder as she delicately opened the winery door and glanced back at 
Tanner with a look of satisfaction. 


“What ever you choose is fine,” Tanner answered. 
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“How about you, Rachel?” Sophie asked, not wanting to exclude 
their uninvited guest. 

“Ditto,” Rachel answered. 

“Well, who's going to help in the kitchen?” Sophie wondered. “Can 
you cook, Rachel?” 

“You mean boil water, Mother?” Tanner teased. 

“She means cooking,” Rachel jabbed. “Boiling water is your job,” she 
shot back to Tanner. 

“Fine, two against one.” Tanner put her hands up in mock surrender. 
“You two cook, I’m going up to Dad’s office and do paperwork. Call me 
when youre finished. I'll bring the wine,” Tanner offered. 

“That's fine, dear.” Sophie looked at Rachel. “What exactly can you 
cook, outside of your own goose?” she asked as they made their way out 
of the winery, leaving a laughing Tanner behind. 

Everything about her father’s office had remained the same, and even 
though Sophie refused to be shut up in the past, she hadn't altered a thing 
left behind by John Shea. It was nice for Tannie to have a place to work 
that was full of familiarity when she came home. Tanner allowed her 
mother that harmless indulgence. 

Making herself comfortable in the oversized leather chair at his desk, 
Tanner turned on the Tiffany reading lamp for better lighting. The 
massive mahogany desk held everything and more from her briefcase, 
including the Steel Military Egg. Its recovery, still a secret. She put it 
to the side as if she sensed Robert's evil coursing through it, preferring 
paperwork instead. That was a first. 

Rachel cleaned and halved the green peppers, then added the salt 
while under the watchful eye of Sophie, who was mixing the ground chuck 
with rice, egg and onion soup mix for the stuffed pepper concoction. It 
was one of Tannie’s favorites. Potatoes were peeled and in water with a 
cube of chicken bouillon for flavor, while the cucumbers were diced and 
ready for the sour cream and garlic. 

Though Sophie would never admit it to Rachel's face, she was quite 
taken with the authority and order at which Rachel prepared food 


items. 
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Rummaging through the pantry, Rachel called out to Sophie, “How 
about creamed peas?” 

“Sounds wonderful,” Sophie agreed. 

Rachel emerged with a can of Sweet Garden peas. She looked at 
Sophie and asked with a devil grin, “What's for dessert?” 

Now Sophie knew why men found Rachel to be like certain desserts; 
delicious and decadent. “Apple dumplings. I made them while you were 
in sleepy-land.” 

“Tlove those. I learned to make those when I was in DC. I wondered 
why the kitchen smelled so good when we woke up. I thought maybe 
Tanner had turned on a potpourri dish and spiced up the place.” 

“I'm sure my daughter adds some spice somewhere, but it definitely 
isn't in the kitchen. Where did you learn to cook? According to Tannie 
your parents were affluent and had a cook.” 

“Definitely not at home. Mother's manicures took precedence 
over any toiling in the kitchen or otherwise. So, I learned from my 
former husband. Gary was a lot things, mostly weird, but he could 
cook, He didn't mind sharing his recipes or teaching me short cuts,” 
she remembered quietly. “Oddly enough, that was the only place we did 
cook. If you know what I mean?” she confided to Sophie. 

Sophie smiled her understanding way and left well enough alone. 
She sensed Rachel’s loneliness and felt for her, and wondered if her 
upbeat daughter ever suffered from those trappings. If Tanner did, she 
hid it well. Sophie only hoped that she had given her daughter a stronger 
sense of who she was, and in doing so, she would avoid the same kind of 
baggage Rachel had been toting around for the better part of her adult 
life. Those thoughts aside, Sophie stuffed the peppers and let them 
simmer in a sauce of diced tomatoes, garlic, rosemary and onion soup 
mix. Dinner would be served in about two hours. 

To pass the time, she opened a bottle of Cardonel. She offered a glass 
of relaxation to Rachel. The two women shared space at the table in the 
breakfast nook, each enjoying the wine that was as crisp as the weather 


outside. 
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“That is such a crock of shit, Liam,” Tanner teased. “What do you 
mean youre stuck in traffic?” she chided, knowing damn well he was. 
“This isn't DC,” she said, cutting off any retort he had ready to fire. 
If the truth were known, she preferred him stuck in traffic and as far 
away from the winery as possible. Especially with the likes of Rachel. 
They would mix like oil and water, and at the moment she couldn't, or 
rather, wouldn't tolerate that. “Look, when you get here, you get here. 
There'll be a...how are you with furnaces?” she asked remembering the 
guesthouse was without a major comfort; heat. 

“What?” he asked dumbfounded. 

“Nothing. Just get here in one piece, please,” she instructed with 
sincerity and hung up just in time to answer the other line. “Yeah? Okay, 
I'll be there. May I at least bring the wine?” she asked with a tiny twinge 
of sarcasm. “Fine,” she playfully slammed the phone down and glared 
at the remaining mound of paperwork. “You'll get yours,” she lightly 
threatened and turned off the lights in her father’s office. 

Making her way out the winery, Tanner grabbed a bottle of 
Chardonnay, turned out the lights and posted the closed sign outside 
before heading for the main house. She didn't bother locking up; she 
knew she'd be back later to contend with her paperwork. 


CHAPTER SEVENTY-ONE 


The brief stop over in Leavenworth, Indiana did wonders for Liam's 
aching bones. The Overlook Restaurant was well worth the skittish drive 
he endured to partake in their home-cooked meal and delectable coffee. 
It had taken him four hours to that point, mostly sitting still because 
of an accident on I-64 West. He would have gone Highway 150, but it 
was closed due to an accident. When he had had enough, he stopped 
for gas, where they informed him the finest cuisine could be found at 
the Overlook, if he was willing to chance a dicey drive just to the south. 
All the while listening to the soft voice of the GPS telling him she was, 
“Recalculating.” 

“Anything for the finest cup of coffee the hospitable state of Indiana 
can muster up,” he drawled in his best Hoosier twang. 

He had that and more; quite possibly the thickest piece of meatloafhe 
had ever seen in his lifetime and real homemade garlic mashed potatoes, 
fresh baked bread and lemon meringue pie that required a ladder to eat 
the meringue, it was so high. And the coffee, well, it was superb. So 
much so, he ordered two to go. 

Climbing into the car he speculated on whether it wise to continue, 
but he was energized by the delicious meal and armed with coffee, so the 
world be damned, he thought. He checked the GPS and she had set the 
quickest route, though there really wasn't an easy way to Trinity Springs; 
by helicopter, maybe. He glanced at his watch and found the hour to be 
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late, but Tannie had a place for him, no matter time. He began his slow 
accent north on Highway 37. 

And slow it was. He was in the middle of the Hoosier National 
Forest, and though he was sure it was beautiful, in the pitch black of night, 
with freezing rain falling all around, he cursed its twisting, winding and 
narrow roads. He also lambasted himself for even attempting such a 
journey in those weather conditions. Still if Tannie could, he could. 

He picked up the car phone, so generously provided by the car rental 
agency, and gingerly dialed hers. Turning on the map light in the car, his 
cell phone noted that he was in no man’s land and the call could not be 
complete. Again, he cursed the Hoosier National Forest. 

Tanner tried again to reach Liam's cell phone only to hear those God- 
awful words informing her how sorry they were...yada, yada, yada. She 
put the phone down and tried concentrating for the umpteenth time on 
her paperwork. God, she hated paperwork. Sitting back in the chair, 
she playfully spun around several times and stopped with her back to the 
desk, staring straight at one of her father’s prized possessions; his sword 
collection. Many times she daydreamed about playing the swashbuckling 
hero using one of his many fancy swords. She only daydreamed, to 
actually use one that would have been sacrilegious. 

She stood and looked at the fan-displayed swords. There were ten 
in all, some she knew, some she didn't. She’s sure her father told her 
about each and every one, but to recall them now only showed her age. 
Running a tedious finger down the sword used by Napoleon's Imperial 
Guard, she felt that old thrill and as tempted as she was to remove the 
blade, she didn’t. She just admired their strength from afar, much like 
she did with her father. 

She forced her attention to the paper on the desk. It was all about 
this present case, and catching up and keeping up with the paperwork 
that would be required when the case was finally closed. Doing the daily 
task of reporting had served her well in her current position. She at least 
knew where the case had been and where it was going, Especially one 


like this, with all of its twists and turns. 
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But thank goodness for laptops, she mused as she typed in the 
notations Liam had furnished her regarding Detective Tucker and the 
shooting in Nebraska. “That ought to serve his father well,” she muttered 
to herself. “The boy needs to be on a beach somewhere, not in a squad 
cat. 

Finished with the burdensome paper trail, she turned her attention to 
the exquisite Faberge Egg on the desk. Snapping on a pair of latex gloves, 
she pulled the Egg to her and felt the cool smoothness of the enameled 
finish against her fingertips. Though the gloves provided a sheath of 
protection against more intrusive fingerprints, Tanner really wore them 
to provide a barrier, real or imagined, between her and Robert. 

Using a magnifying glass and the Tiffany desk lamp, she paid 
particular attention to the four artillery shells upon which the Steel 
Military Egg rested. She dismantled the base, then the shells. At the 
sight, she wanted to yell one of Liam's favorite words; Eureka. Carefully 
stored within the shells were the stamps, and these she knew were part 
of the treasures Robert had demonstrated his prowess with. 

As carefully as before, she stored the stamps in a plain envelope and 
put them into her denim shirt pocket for safe keeping. She examined 
the Egg further and found nothing of consequence, except for the precise 
craftsmanship that made this nothing less than a Faberge. She then 
understood people's passion for such beautifully crafted pieces and their 
want and need to possess them. She wished she had that kind of passion 
in life for something other than her career. Like Sophie and the winery; 
Rachel and sex. Anything but her career. 

Putting the Egg back together was easier than Humpty Dumpty, 
and turning to her laptop, she started to make an updated entry when the 
lights suddenly went out. “Shit!” she exclaimed. She waited a moment; 
they didn’t come back on. Fumbling for her keychain, she found the 
mini-flashlight and turned it on. It gave just enough light to allow her 
to rummage through her father’s desk for a real flashlight. 

She turned it on. Its dim beam provided a weak narrow path of light 
for her to find her way to the front of the offices and check the main 
house. There weren't any signs of light or life. She hit the speaker phone 
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button and was greeted by silence; no dial tone. Finding her cell phone, 
she started to dial the house, when she noticed it was dead, too. Couldn't 


be, she thought. She had just charged it not too long ago. “Robert!” her 


mind screamed. 


CHAPTER SEVENTY-IWO 


Working the man lift as quickly as possible, she bolted out of the winery 
for the house. Slamming the front door open at the house she called 
out, “Mother?” 

A perplexed Sophie entered the foyer with a brightly lit flashlight, 
followed by an anxious Midge. “What?” she asked. 

“W here’s Rachel?” 

“T sent her to the guesthouse to get more candles. Why?” 

“The phone lines are dead.” 

“Yes, probably the ice, dear,” Sophie said, trying to soothe her 
obviously upset daughter. 

“My cell phone is dead,” Tanner informed. 

“Did you charge it?” Sophie asked innocently enough. 

“Mother,” Tanner warned. “Lock the door behind me and if Rachel 
comes back, make sure she’s alone before you let her in. Okay?” Tanner 
instructed, “May I have your flashlight? This one must have old 
batteries.” 

“Yes. What's wrong, Tannie?” 

“T don't know. Just lock up after I leave.” 

Midge bolted outside for her own look-see and was immediately, if 
not sooner, snared and put out of harms way by Tanner. “Lock up,” she 
reiterated to her mother. 

She stepped back out into the brutal weather and headed for the 
guesthouse. She rapped the door hard, calling out Rachel’s name. 
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Rachel didn’t answer. Instinctively she went for her Glock. Then she 
remembered; it was in her father’s office, on the desk. “Oh, fuck!” she 
chastised herself. As she was getting ready to kick the door in and snatch 
up one of Rachel’s pieces of defense, she noticed the candles burning in 
some of the winery windows. 

A slippery mad dash to the winery almost landed her on her ass 
because of the snow covered ice, but she made it in spite of herself. 
Readying herself against a stubborn door, she was surprised when it 
opened easily and thankfully quietly. A strategic path of candles cast 
long spooky shadows as she made her way to the man lift and found it 
on the office level. She pulled it down to her, boarded and headed for 
the offices. 

Her father's office was illuminated brightly with more candles there 
than anywhere. It gave off the aurora of a shrine. Which in a way it 
was. 

Tanner entered to find a blonde woman staring at the fan of swords. 
“Rachel?” she asked with an obvious sigh. “Why didn’t you go back to 
the house with these candles?” 

Rachel didn’t answer immediately. She slowly turned around and 
seductively cocked her head at Tanner. 

It wasn't Rachel. It was Robert. Tanner swallowed the lump rising 
in her throat. “At last we meet, Richard,” she said, calling him by his 
given name. “You've left quite an impression through the Midwest these 
last few days.” She stole a glance to her Glock. 

He noticed and smiled, holding up the clip from her gun. She 
blinked and flexed her jaw at his small triumph. He then pocketed the 
Faberge Egg, and Tanner couldn't help but notice he had a bottle of wine 
in the other pocket. The nerve of him, she thought. Little prick. 

As quickly as she looked to her hardware, he had pulled down two 
swords; a 17 century rapier and the bold English Empire sword. He 
tapped them together in a maniacal rhythm. It bordered on the irritating, 
and he knew it, so he continued as he moved from behind the desk and 
faced Tanner. 

“Where's Rachel?” Tanner asked, hoping against the worst. 
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“Safe,” he replied. é 

Somehow Tanner believed that. After all a dead Rachel meant no 
alibi. But a dead Treasury Agent and her mother left no witnesses for 
poor Rachel. 

Her reflex was superior as she caught the rapier thrown her way. 
She gave a thock salute and engaged him in a dual. “To the death?” she 
queried. 

“I wouldn't expect anything less,” he purred with that same loathing, 
smartass smile. 

Forcing him back through the doorway brought them into the open 
offices where Sophie conducted the everyday business of the winery. 

The candles flickered with every swish of a sword. Their dual left 
grotesque silhouettes on the walls and ceiling. Several times they came 
together in a press, each willing the other to slip so the advantage was 
theirs. 

Tanner recalled her conversation with Liam, “His left leg is tender 
via a slug or two from my service revolver.” She regrouped, a term Guy 
blanched at whenever she used it, and allowed Robert to do the same. 
As quickly as she retreated, she was on guard and prompting Robert to 
do the same so as to resume the seduction of their dual. 

He liked her competitiveness and willingly he followed her lead, only 
to be surprised by the flat edge of her blade striking his tender thigh. 
He grimaced at her offensive line and the its stinging result. He gave a 
wane smile. 

She didn't stop there, like a cat with its prey; she toyed unmercifully 
with him; poking, jabbing, slapping, tying up and pushing him away at 
will. This, he didn’t like; she could sense it. Further she pushed, until 
he was leaning over the rail of the man lift. Readying to strike, she was 
suddenly stopped by the end of his blade in her thigh. 

A quick twist and he had her retreating enough for him to regain 
his composure. He boarded the man lift as she stumbled backwards. 
“Touché,” he proclaimed as he was lowering himself to the main floor 


of the winery. 
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“You little fuck,” she bit out as she raised her blade and swiped at and 
through the pulley ropes that operated the lift. 

A shrill scream came from below as Robert realized the man lift was 
plummeting, and not just through to the first level, but to the concrete 
landing pad in the control room. 

Rushing down the ladder on the other side of the office as quickly 
as her punctured thigh would allow, Tanner found and turned a 
cumbersome red wheel that opened the doors to raise the water level in 
the bowels of the mill. She heard the rushing, and then the turbines, 
with their distinctive grind began to turn, prompting the gears to run 
the presses above on the first level. 

That set, she used a candle to illuminate the lower level. There, 
she found Robert slumped over the railing of the man lift, apparently 
unconscious. Her father’s English Empire sword, now half its original 
size, was on the concrete pad, along with Robert's prized Steel Military 
Egg. Gimping to the door, she used her heavy blade to break the flimsy 
lock Sophie used to discourage nosy people from looking into the lower 
level. 

She grabbed a candle and carefully made her way down the narrow 
stone steps. The rushing water made it impossible to detect any noise. 
She raised the light just in time to see Richard grab his broken sword and 
the Egg and extricate himself from the crippled man lift. 

It took only seconds for him to right himself and stare past the glow 
of the candle into the smoky gray of her eyes. A quick glance backwards 
warned him of the water's edge. He motioned for her to come to him 
and continue their seduction. He kissed the Egg for luck and held it 
tightly. 

Putting the candle on the workbench to the left, Tanner tapped her 
sword on the now wet concrete padding. Footing would be everything 
from now on and she knew, but she wasn’t sure Robert did. She hoped 
not. 

He managed well with half a blade as they sparred lightly until he 
was tired and lunged toward her. She sidestepped and he missed badly, 


loosing his balance and tumbling to the wet concrete. 
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She advanced and was thwarted by a handful of sawdust he had 
found and threw her way. Swiping at the air to clear her vision and way, 
she saw him charge again. This time, he was too quick, and to keep his 
broken blade from stabbing her, she dropped her sword and grabbed his 
descending arm. Her only chance was the icy water. 

Backwards they went into the freezing waters of Rae's Creek. The 
shocking cold caused Robert to loose his weapon, but not the Egg. That 
he fiercely clung to. 

The swirling water dragged each toward a churning turbine. The 
tumultuous flow rushed and pulled at them, beckoning them to come 
closer. Unwittingly they did. And Tanner knew the results of being 
too close. 

The stinging water, and the fact that Robert was using only one hand, 
made the manipulation easier. Pulling him underneath, she swiveled 
him around, pointing him dead straight for the turbine. Realizing, he 
let go of her momentarily to stem her momentum. It didn't work, and 
when they surfaced she shoved him toward the grating mechanism. 

He couldn't stop! He put an instinctive hand out to slow the churning, 
but it was too late. It swallowed his hand, and more importantly, the Egg. 
An ear-splitting scream pierced the rushing water and reverberated off 
the stone walls of the mill. 

As Robert was sucked under by the turbine, Tanner let go and 
furiously started to swim to the edge and safety. Almost there, her ankle 
was snagged and she only had a moment to be startled as she was pulled 
underneath by Robert and his only hand. Desperately they struggled 
with each other, the fixed turbines and the harshness of Rae’s Creek. 

The swirling waters pulled and tugged until the two were sucked 
through the door opening and propelled down Rae’s Creek. Tanner 
didn’t know when, but she was extricated from Robert as the water 
rushed her by exposed rocks and stumps. Surfacing for air and a way to 
the bank she tumbled along and caught sight of two cars by the covered 
bridge. Keeping her bottom low and feet high she screamed as she 
rushed under the bridge, hoping like hell someone heard her. 
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“Tannie?” Liam yelled at the passing body. “Jesus Christ,” he 
exclaimed as the door to the car he was standing by opened and shoved 
him aside. 

“Move!” Drew exclaimed as he pushed his way out of his rental and 
stripped out of his coat while running after the screaming Tanner. 

Liam lumbered after the swift moving museum director. “Where 
are you going?” 

“To get her before she gets too far down stream,” he yelled back. 

An out-of-shape Liam slowed his pace and looked back at the mill 
and Rae’s Creek. He knew she was in the water for one reason: Robert. 
There wasn't any doubt he should have stayed and looked for the bastard, 
but loyalty took over and he headed after Drew and hopefully Tanner. 

Cutting through a property he knew well, Drew called out Tanner's 
name several times, but heard nothing back. He was thankful for the newly 
fallen snow; it at least gave him some light to find his way, and traction to 
steady his footing. Winding around the back of the property he found an 
old and nearly toppled sycamore, and he climbed out on its lowest limb, 
the rushing water lapping up and over it. “Tanner?” he yelled over the roar. 

“Here,” she weakly called out. 

Startled, he looked down and behind to find her snagged and clinging 
to the underneath side of the tree limb. Grabbing a hold of her was 
harder than he imagined, but he managed. 

She clung to the strength of his arms as he partially hoisted her out of 
the water. The warmth that spread through her was from the burning of 
his mouth on hers in an urgency they both felt, needed and responded to. 
She pulled away as something dawned on her. “Sophie? We've got...” 

“She's fine,” he lied. He had no idea if she was or wasn't, but first 
things first. He pulled her the rest of the way up. Refusing to let go, he 
led her to solid ground and Liam. 

He threw Drew’s coat over her shivering shoulders. “I thought you 
might need something to warm you up,” he said looking at Drew and 
his protective hold on Tanner. “But, you already have Mr. Kincaid,” he 
said with a wink. “Come on, we've got work to do,” he ordered in his 


fatherly tone. 


CHAPTER SEVENTY-THREE 


“We need to find Rachel,” Tanner said through stiff lips and chattering 
teeth. 

“We?” Liam asked. 

“No. You,” she firmly replied, and she wasn't kidding. “I've got to get 
out of these wet clothes, and make sure Sophie is fine.” 

“And where was Miss Rachel last seen? And, Robert?” Liam asked 

“On her way to the guesthouse. Robert's in the water, somewhere,’ 
she answered, as she rebuffed the pain in her leg and marched through 
the soft snow with Drew quietly lending a supporting hand. “Thanks,” 
she softly said to him as he led her to the main house. 

Liam left the two to find their way as he sought out the guesthouse. 
The cottage was dark and the rap he applied to the door went unanswered. 
“Hello?” he called out. He tried the door handle. Locked. Well, not for 
long. He put a well placed hoof into the door and forced it open. “T’ll fix 
it later,” he promised to no one. “Hello?” he tried again. 

A soft thumping from the cedar chest in the corner of the front room 
caught his attention. He shined his penlight on the chest. It thumped 
again, and muffled sounds came from it, too. He tapped the top with his 
light and it went wild with movement and sound. He plucked the latch 
free from its hook and lifted the lid to find a bound and gagged blonde 
woman. Much like the one he had been chasing for the better part of 
the week. He shined his light around to find a better source of light; he 


found it in a decorative candle. He lit it and the room glowed brighter. 
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Peeping inside the chest, robin’s-egg blue eyes pleaded to him to free 
her from the confines of the cedar box. And when he didn’t move fast 
enough, extreme guttural sounds erupted from behind the duct tape over 
her mouth, as she wriggled about trying to free herself. Recognizing her 
pleas, he obliged and lent a hand to pull her up. But it was a slow hand 
that removed the tape from her wrists and ankles. “Another fine use of 
duct tape,” he said. 

She shot him a near-lethal look as her hands finally became free. 
She didn’t wait for the man with all-thumbs to remove the tape from her 
mouth. With a swift yank, she freed not only her lips but any unwanted 
hair from her upper lip. 

Liam winced at her impatience. “Miss Rachel?” he presumed. And 
like all men, soaked up her natural beauty like a sponge. 

“Yes,” she tersely replied. “And you are?” 

“Liam Collins, at your service, Miss,” he introduced himself in his 
best Irish brogue. 

Being familiar with the name, she relaxed her tense features, and 
like magic they were softened in the candlelight, making her even more 
attractive. 

“We've got to get to Tanner,” she said, heading for the door. 

“Done. She’s with Mr. Kincaid,” Liam informed. 

“Who the hell’s that? And, how's Sophie?” 

“Oh, shit. I don’t know. Let’s find out.” He blew out the candle and 
they headed to the main house. 

Impatiently Liam and Rachel waited as the front door opened and 
they were greeted by an exasperated Sophie Shea and an ever excited 
Midge. 

Upon seeing Sophie, Rachel wrapped her arms around the neck 
of her surrogate mother. She turned to the ever-amused Mr. Collins, 
“What about Robert?” 

“Have yet to see him, but then again, I haven't been looking for him. 
Tannie says he up a creek.” 

Drew appeared with a freshly dressed and somewhat warmer Tanner. 


She didn’t know whether to hug or hit Rachel for deliberately allowing 
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evil to hit so close to home. But they hugged. It was a long, overdue hug. 
No words were spoken as they said all they needed to by their actions. 

Not one for open display of affection, Tanner quickly got down to 
business as the house lit up with red flashing lights, courtesy of the local 
and state police departments. 

It was when Tanner was getting dressed and fixing her speared leg, 
that she asked Drew to move the rental cars to the house. He came 
in laughing at Liam's car, outfitted with the latest and greatest GPS 
contraption, courtesy of Hertz. Since her cell phone had yet to recover, 
she asked him to check the GPS warning light and if they responded, 
to send the police and an ambulance to the winery. They did. Thank 
heavens for small miracles. 

“What the hell?” Liam wondered. 

“Courtesy of Hertz,’ Tanner replied without malice. 

She turned to Drew and asked, “Would you mind keeping an eye on 
Sophie and Rachel? We don’t know where Robert is at the moment. I 
don’t want him making a curtain call, if you know what mean.” 

“Done,” he replied without hesitation. 

Suddenly the whir of the furnace caught everybody’s attention, 
and Sophie switched on the foyer chandelier. There was a collective 
sigh of relief. Amazing how electricity could lift everyone's spirits, she 
thought. 

“Come on, you,’ Tanner said to Liam. “We have work to do,” she 
said, limping out of the house, and leaving Drew to the women. Poor 
guy. 

“Tannie?” Sophie called out to her daughter. “Get that leg looked at, 
professionally,” Sophie emphasized to a retreating Tanner, who waved 
her acknowledgement. Sophie turned to Drew and Rachel. “Coffee, tea, 
hot-chocolate, cookies?” 

“What kind of cookies?” Rachel asked. 


“I don't know, since youre making them,” Sophie replied with a smile. 


“You know, I never used that GPS on the way here. Not once,” Liam 


fibbed. “It was the only car left...” 
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“Um-hum. I’m sure it was,’ she bantered back. “I’m glad you're 
here,” she said seriously as they approached an Indiana State Trooper 
and informed him as to what was happening, 

Immediately perimeters were set and the task of finding Robert was 
officially underway. 

After exhaustive hours and what seemed like thousands of cups of 
coffee, tea, hot chocolate and cookies to die for later, a grisly discovery 
was made. Hundreds of yards downstream from where Tanner had been 
plucked, Robert's severed hand had been recovered. And oddly enough, 
it had a death grip on the Steel Military Egg. Tanner could only hope 
for the same concerning Robert, and that the frigid waters of Rae’s Creek 
had done their job and stilled him, but no such luck. No Robert, or the 
rest of him, anyway, had been found or even detected. 

It would take several more man hours before they found the blonde 
wig Robert had been wearing as he masqueraded as Rachel. Outside of 
his hand, it was the only piece of evidence they had that he indeed had 
been there. 

Motorboats slowly cruised the creek, while divers braved the cold 
waters, bloodhounds sniffed the banks and woods, but nothing was 
found. After several days the grueling and comprehensive search was 
called to an end. 

Tanner sat on the old gnarling sycamore that had graciously snagged 
her earlier and tried to envision a free Robert and where he would turn 
up next. Try as she may to be as evil and as cunning, and get into his 
mind set, she couldn't. She wouldn't. She had a big computer box, an 
exceptional staff, and more importantly, she had the remaining pieces of 
his nasty puzzle. 

He wasn't the only fish that got away. Vassily and Andrei declared 
their diplomatic immunity as she suspected they would. Russia was well 
aware of Vassily’s activities, and his homecoming would be anything but 
sweet. 

She rubbed her aching temples and contemplated where Riley 
Harrington, III had slithered off to. To deliberately set a fire to his 
humble abode and just disappear into the night, caused Tanner great 
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consternation. Especially since she had two agents assigned to him 
at all times around the clock. The two alarm fire brought the quiet 
neighborhood to a stand still. No traffic in, no traffic out. How did he 
get out? No matter, he was out and basking somewhere warm, no doubt. 
Wherever he was, he sure not to be anywhere near Robert, and for good 
reason, too, 

Robert? She had won this round, only in the fact that she was still 
alive, but she knew by the look in his eyes, there would be more. This 
was now a heavyweight prize fight. Out there somewhere, there was 
a one armed wrecking crew going by the name of Robert Patterson. 
As resistant as she was, she was going to have to understand his type. 
What was worse, he knew she would have to, and he delighted in it. She 
knew she had to accept the challenge, before he once again showed up 


uninvited. 


EPLILOGUE 


Chestnuts were really roasting on the open fire as Sophie Shea served a 
special blend of Blossom Hard Cider with delicious apple dumplings for 
dessert. Chestnuts complimented both, perfectly. 

With the exception of what happened a few days earlier, Sophie Shea 
opened and presented her home to one and all with her usual grace and 
style. With the exception of Liam, who headed home to another red- 
headed charmer, Carly, his precocious granddaughter. Tanner sent him 
home with a special blend of pipe tobacco, much like the despised Old 
Commander, and Liam loved her for it. Even Detective Tucker was well 
enough to join them. He was on the mend; Nurse Rachel was seeing to that. 

The Christmas Eve meal had been served, presents opened, and now 
the task of sitting around doing nothing remained the only thing to do. 

Richard set about making sure everyone had enough Cider and an 
ample supply of hot chestnuts. He proudly served them in his new blue 
sweater that was lovingly given to him by his Tannie. “Honey child,” 
he said to Tanner as he offered chestnuts, “I’m going to miss my old 
sweater.” 

“Well, just think of it like friends. You make new, but you keep the 
old. Besides, this one has buttons,” she pointed out. 

“Good luck keeping up with our sweetie pie,” he told Drew who sat 
close by. 

“Sweetie pie?” Drew teased in her ear. 


“You forgot honey child, too,” she reminded sweetly. 
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“I dare you to call her that,’ Rachel challenged Drew. 

“In private, maybe,” Drew promised. . 

“In your dreams, maybe,’ Tanner countered, and then looked at 
Richard hauling in a box of something. “You need any help?” 

“Nope,” he stated as he set the box down with a thud on Sophie's 
sleigh-shaped coffee table. “Happy New Year,” he proclaimed to all, and 
lifted from the box, Willow Pond’s annual champagne. The new blend was 
called, Grey Mist. He spun the bottle around for Tanner to see the label. 

She quietly looked at it then to Drew, its creator. “No Chicklets,” 
she softly noted, emotion catching in her tone. 

“No Chicklets,” he repeated. “Sophie wanted something dramatic 
and stunning. So, I painted you. Again. Richard, where's the other 
package?” 

Richard shuffled out of the room and returned with a package that 
he presented to a surprised Sophie. 

“For me?” she asked. 

“Merry Christmas, Sophie,” Drew said. 

Sophie opened the package and stared lovingly at the updated 
portrait of Tanner Garnett Shea. She turned it around for everyone 
else to admire. As before, Drew provided her with a larger version of the 
bottle label, but this one was special. This one was a painting of Tanner's 
smoky gray eyes, with a hint of dimples, and a wisp of garnet-red hair 
across her forehead. “It’s simply beautiful. Thank you, Drew,” Sophie 
said with tears shimmering in her eyes as she looked it over once again. 
“I have the perfect spot for it,” she proclaimed. 

A hearty pop of a cork drew everyone's attention to Richard and the 
first bottle of Grey Mist. He poured liberal amounts in flutes and passed 
them out. His toast was short and sweet, “To our new Honey Child. 
May she be as sweet and bubbly as the original.” 

Glasses raised and clinked together. All offering to each other the 


best for the holiday season and the upcoming year. 


Months later and miles away, another cork popped, the neck of the 
bottle shattering. Pieces aside, the bubbling champagne was poured into 
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a plastic cup. A myoelectrically controlled prosthetic hand and wrist 
delicately picked up the cup without crushing or spilling its contents. 

Robert Patterson stared into the scarred mirror as he took a sip 
of Grey Mist. “Here's to a better year,” he said as he raised a toast to 
himself. He examined the label on the bottle and the gray eyes that the 
champagne was named for, “And to you, too, Miss Shea.,” he mocked, 
turning his attention to the mannequin head and its garnet top. “Until 
we meet again,’ he promised. 
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: Washington D.C. - Home of all that is good and righteous... 
Well, it was before Riley Harrington, IIT brought forth his own 
brand ‘of deceit and betrayal. When attrition stunts his life’s 
| -work, he is forced to deal his last hand of deception, only to have 
| 


it compromised by an untimely murder of his courier and theft of 


‘ his retirement. ; ‘ -- 
Those rare stamps Riley commissioned; where are they? 
Why are they so valuable? Why can’t he just walk away? Who 
‘could have taken them? 7 
Was it Vassily Shishkova, Riley’s conspiring partner front” 
Russia? Could it be Rachel Bennett, the security specialist who was ~ 
the last person to see the courier alive? Or her cross-dressing assistant, { 


Robert Patterson, Riley’s exclusive, one-of-a- -kind sweeper? | 


Has Robert’s obsession with Rachel interfered with his 
obligation to Riley? As the body count rises, has he taken the 
essential steps to feather his own nest, leaving Rachel holding the 

, proverbial bag? 

That’s what Rachel’s former partner at the Secret Seeting 
and now Customs Agent, Tanner Shea, must figure out. It doesn’t. 
help she has the devil’s advocate for a partner; Liam Collins. Can 
they stop whoever possesses the stamps from further demonstrating 
the vulnerabilities of the United States? 


What will happen when they all reach Tanner’s bee: home, 


Wale Pond Sgnery? 
i BN 92 
> 9 


authortouse® 814255966 


$ 








